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ABSTRACT 
This dissertation defines and analyzes the primary attributes of a new sub-genre of 
contemporary fiction: the Henry James novelization.  Novels by Colm Tóibín, Cynthia 
Ozick and Alan Hollinghurst, among dozens of others, turn James into a fictional 
protagonist, while drawing upon his distinctive literary style, treatment of human 
psychology, and personal history.  James as represented in these fictions is secretive, 
cripplingly self-aware and obsessed with others’ opinions.  Above all, he is preoccupied 
with controlling narratives.  Because these works combine biographical and thematic 
approaches, the Jamesian author-protagonist displays aspects of James’s own life, while 
sharing attributes of his own fictional creations.  Thus a principal character type in these 
works is the addictive personality, as authors like Tóibín invoke the history of alcoholism 
in the James family, as well as the manipulative yet self-divided creations for which 
James was famous. 
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 The Introduction traces the literary representation of historical authors from the 
Greek epic through the postmodern novel and explains why Henry James is such an 
attractive subject for novelization.   Chapter One discusses Colm Tóibín’s The Master, 
which represents James gathering material for The Golden Bowl and other late novels.  
Both Tóibín’s James and James’s Maggie Verver display personalities that bear the 
imprint of family pathology, specifically, alcoholism and abuse, and both inhabit 
communities where moral culpability becomes difficult to assign.  Chapter Two treats 
Cynthia Ozick’s “Dictation,” a novel about the composition of The Jolly Corner which 
portrays the Jamesian author as one among various technologies of writing.  As James 
loses control over his narrative, The Jolly Corner becomes a trauma dream in which 
Spencer Brydon uncannily prefigures the alcoholic in recovery.  In Chapter Three, Alan 
Hollinghurst replaces James with a flawed stand-in, shifting the focus to James’s legacy 
and the state of humanities study today: Nick Guest is engaged in writing a dissertation 
on James and a screenplay adaptation of The Spoils of Poynton.  At the end of The Line of 
Beauty, Nick Guest has learned the lesson taught by all these novelizations: that James’s 
texts remain deeply, urgently relevant. 
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Introduction 
 
I am so sorry but timing is all – and there 
has just been a spate of fiction based on the 
life of Henry James published here. I don’t 
know how these coincidences happen… 
something in the atmosphere? So regretfully 
I must say no. 
-Letter of rejection to 
Michiel Heyns1 
 
      Mysteriously, with the passing of each new  
decade, James becomes more and more our 
contemporary – it is as if our own 
sensibilities are only just catching up with 
his. 
         -Cynthia Ozick2 
 
 
I.  Irrepressible James 
 On a warm summer day in 2002 Michiel Heyns visited Henry James’s Lamb 
House in Rye, England, a “pilgrimage” to mark the end of his work on a new novel that 
fictionalized a period of James’s life.  As he wandered through the first floor, Heyns 
heard his literary agent call out to a man she recognized: the Irish author Colm Tóibín, 
who announced that he was finishing a novel that fictionalized the same years of James’s 
life.  As each novelist greeted his new rival, a third man approached: he was writing a 
book about James as well, though his was presumably scholarly.3  In the early years of 
the twenty-first century Henry James is an industry in himself, and it is not surprising that 
James scholars should be – almost literally – tripping over one another as they pay 
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homage to him.  What is unusual about this moment is that so many of his researchers are 
novelists.  When Colm Tóibín published his James novel The Master in 2004, it was 
competing with two other new novels about James: Author, Author! by David Lodge and 
The Line of Beauty by Alan Hollinghurst.  Also in 2004, Emma Tennant’s James novel, 
Felony, was reprinted, and Michiel Heyns sought a publisher for The Typewriter’s Tale, 
though it would not be published until 2005.  Also unusual is the quality of these novels: 
Hollinghurst won the 2004 Man Booker Prize and Tóibín was shortlisted.  In “The Year 
of Henry James” David Lodge expresses his surprise and disappointment (which turned 
into a Jamesian depression) that the field he had expected to monopolize would be so full 
of talented competition.   
2004 was a notable moment in the legacy of Henry James and it garnered a brief 
flurry of commentary, but novelists have taken James as a character as early as 1970, and 
they continue to today.  Dozens of fictions appropriate his name, figure and affect and 
place him, with widely-varying degrees of fidelity to the historical record, into their 
invented worlds.  These tales do not simply allude to James’s novels; they call James by 
name and evoke his recognizable personality, appearance, style and oeuvre.  In most 
cases he is a character, though sometimes he is replaced by a scholar working on a book 
about James, a stand-in whose life and personality are defined by the Master.   
Fiction about a dead author’s life is not a radically new phenomenon, but a 
development from earlier prose genres including hagiography, biography, roman à clef, 
and Künstlerroman.  Nor is James a unique subject: dozens of historical authors have 
been portrayed as literary characters in fiction, including Shakespeare, Keats, Poe, 
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Dostoevsky, Flaubert, Dickinson, Stevenson, Wilde, Wharton, Wells, Woolf and Plath, 
among many others.  The popularity of the author-character reminds one of James’s 
preface to “The Aspern Papers,” a tale about a biographer prying into the secrets of a 
dead author, in which James famously writes that he delights in “a palpable imaginable 
visitable past.”4  For James, this is the Byronic past of about a hundred years earlier, 
which captures the perfect balance of the strange and familiar.  The brief list of authors 
above includes many of James’s contemporaries, suggesting perhaps that novelists of the 
late-twentieth century are similarly drawn to writers of about a hundred years earlier.  
Though fictions about Robert Louis Stevenson, H.G. Wells, Vernon Lee, Oscar Wilde 
and Stephen Crane allow their readers a glimpse of the visitable past, none of these 
writers have inspired the great volume of fictional treatments Henry James has.  James 
appears in about four times more fictions than his nearest competitor, Oscar Wilde.5  The 
reason for James’s popularity is twofold: both his tantalizingly-obscure sexual biography 
and his late novels’ treatment of the creative mind.  The narratives of James’s life and art 
offer richly ambiguous treatments of the individual consciousness grappling with 
repression, deep internal divisions and powerful external forces that speak resonantly to 
the concerns of contemporary writers. 
I define a narrow period of study for depictions of James in fiction: the earliest is 
David Plante’s The Ghost of Henry James, published in 1970, and the most recent is 
Melissa Pritchard’s Palmerino, published in 2014.  It is reasonable to expect that more 
will follow.  My study also includes Henry James’s tales and novels, for each 
contemporary novel invokes one or more of James’s fictions.  For example, Rebecca 
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Goldstein’s The Dark Sister speaks directly to Washington Square, while A.N. Wilson’s 
A Jealous Ghost speaks directly to The Turn of the Screw.  In this dissertation I will be 
exploring the special relationships between Colm Tóibín’s The Master (2004) and The 
Golden Bowl (1904), between Cynthia Ozick’s “Dictation” (2008) and The Jolly Corner 
(1908), and between Alan Hollinghurst’s The Line of Beauty (2004) and The Spoils of 
Poynton (1896).  The recent novels not only comment on James’s biography and continue 
the narrative exploration of the individual’s consciousness or soul that James arguably 
began, but they also spark new readings of James’s fiction. 
This introduction has two main goals.  The first is to offer a brief history of the 
genre my dissertation studies, to trace how fictional depictions of real authors have 
changed since their earliest recorded manifestations in Ancient Greece and, more 
specifically, to consider how Henry James’s legacy contributes to his recent popularity in 
fiction.  My second goal is to explain the three preoccupations that have drawn Tóibín, 
Ozick and Hollinghurst to re-imagine James and his work.  Each novelist that has taken 
Henry James as subject believed he or she pursued an idiosyncratic project until scholars 
retrospectively took note.  As a result, writers tend to describe their projects in personal 
terms, focusing on how they use fiction to negotiate their “relationships” with Henry 
James.  Scholars have attempted to explain James’s popularity, though these essays 
generally take the form of preliminary critical reviews of the novels.  The few book-
length studies of literary depictions of real authors often address many genres and always 
address the treatment of many historical authors.  This dissertation is the first study to 
focus exclusively on contemporary treatments of Henry James in fiction.   
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I argue that James’s recent popularity is not a coincidence but a result of three 
factors.  The first is a compulsion to search for the irreducible mysteries of James’s 
biography, a mystery amplified by twentieth-century literary critical treatment of the 
humanist subject in general as well as by James’s penchant for secrecy.  The second is 
the desire to extend and reframe James’s exploration of the artistic consciousness.  While 
the works of the major phase are invigorated by the power of the creative mind, 
novelizations focus on the victims of that power.  The third is concern about the future of 
James studies and literary culture more generally; these authors are driven to revitalize 
James for a new generation of readers. 
 Authors have been writing about their historical predecessors at least since the 8th 
century BCE, but for hundreds of years authors appeared only occasionally in literary 
works.6  The first case occurs when Homer includes the real gnomic poet Demodocus in 
the eighth book of The Odyssey.  At a feast held by the King of the Phaeacians, Odysseus 
exposes his identity when the bard’s songs of the Trojan War bring him to tears.  Until 
the eighteenth century, real authors appearing as characters in literary works have tended 
to serve as narrator or guide.7  The most famous medieval example is of course Dante’s 
Divine Comedy, in which the poet writes his idol Virgil into the poem.  The pattern 
continues on the early modern stage: Shakespeare’s Pericles, for example, is narrated by 
the real poet John Gower.  A shift occurred near the end of the eighteenth century, as the 
historical author burst into vogue as a character on the French stage and in dialogues of 
the dead, marking a striking change from the occasional cameo to the new stock 
character.8  The sudden popularity of author-characters can be traced to a shift in the 
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literary market at the time, as patronage of the arts gave way to a market-driven system.  
Authors beholden to a patron’s stylistic preferences and political or religious leanings 
were unknowable to readers, but authors liberated by the market were free to speak 
directly to a larger audience and to express views personal to them.  Obscure figures 
emerged into the public imagination and their texts seemed to offer windows into their 
minds. Suddenly, real authors became attractive models for literary characters.9  French 
plays and dialogues of the dead provide a bridge to more contemporary treatments of the 
historical author, since these genres attempt to capture the personality and attitudes of the 
subject rather than simply drawing upon his defining function.  The figure that had once 
been a symbol of wisdom became an idiosyncratic individual with a unique history. 
 The nineteenth- and twentieth-centuries witnessed the growing popularity of 
prose genres that more closely resemble postmodern novels about real authors.  The 
Künstlerroman, a novel that traces the development of a fictional author or artist, was an 
international phenomenon in modern fiction, with novels such as Jack London’s Martin 
Eden (1909), Thomas Mann’s Death in Venice (1912), Marcel Proust’s In Search of Lost 
Time (1913-1927), and James Joyce’s The Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man (1914).10  
Fictions like these do not contain historical authors, but their near-autobiographical 
preoccupation with the creative mind aligns them with narratives about real authors.  The 
roman à clef bridges the gap between fiction and memoir; these stories about real 
historical figures include descriptions that make the subject, veiled behind a false name, 
easily recognizable to those in the know.11  Romans à clef offer writers the opportunity to 
express admiration or reproach toward other real authors, but they differ from 
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postmodern novels about real authors’ lives because they reflect on a direct relationship 
between writer and subject and because the subject’s name is obscured.  Finally, prose 
biographies provide a model and often source material for recent fictions about real 
authors.  The fictional biography or vie romancée was popular in the nineteenth century 
and though the genre treated all sorts of notable figures, those that narrated the lives of 
authors are almost indistinguishable from postmodern novels about real authors.  Vie 
imaginaires push the vie romancée to its limit, abandoning any obligation to historical 
fact.12  In the twentieth century the vie romancée and vie imaginaire have fallen out of 
favor, and have been replaced by the more rigorous scholarly biography.13 
 In the late-twentieth and early-twenty-first centuries dead historical authors are all 
around us: their faces appear on tote bags and jewelry, their stories are told on stage and 
screen, and they come to life again in the pages of new biography, poetry and fiction.  
They manifest as commodities in the nostalgia market, or as advertisements for other 
commodities.  Henry James’s face, for example, signified high culture when it appeared 
on the Barnes and Noble plastic bag and signified expatriation when it appeared on the 
cover of a Banana Republic catalogue.14  Contemporary audiences’ insatiable appetite for 
stories about real authors is most noticeable, perhaps, on the big screen, with recent 
biopics about James Joyce, Sylvia Plath, Truman Capote, John Keats, Ernest Hemingway 
and many others.15   
The current popularity of life narratives, including film biopics, historical fictions, 
biographies, autobiographies and memoirs, attests not only to the commercial potential of 
crossover genres that speak to both scholarly and popular audiences, but more 
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importantly to a widespread nostalgia for the lost subject; as Cora Kaplan has argued, the 
persistent presence of historical writers in the wake of New Criticism’s death of the 
author is “the return of the repressed.”16  It is only after, she suggests, T.S. Eliot declared 
that the act of composition is the extinction of personality, Roland Barthes proclaimed the 
death of the author, and Michel Foucault reduced the author to a function, it is only then 
that we can yearn nostalgically for “the lost author.”17  Engagement with authors’ lives 
does not simply return us to a simpler time before New Criticism.  Literary biography has 
emerged again as a potentially respectable scholarly genre from within a matrix of 
contradictory theoretical approaches, including both those New Critical arguments that 
would quash the biographical author and the political projects of feminist, postcolonial 
and gay literary studies that insist on the importance of the author as a unified humanist 
subject.  The latter approaches may also be internally divided between the political 
necessity of biography and a fear that insisting on the connection between author and text 
may imply biological determinism (in the case of feminist approaches) or may suggest 
that women’s, postcolonial or queer writing must be autobiographical.18  Both nostalgia 
for the lost subject and the role of political scholarship in recuperating serious literary 
biography means that most sophisticated life writing, including historical fiction, places 
itself, implicitly or explicitly, in an institutionalized narrative of theory and criticism. 
 The current appeal of the historical author is clear, but the nature of that appeal is 
an open question.  Michael Cunningham’s 1998 novel The Hours, which fictionalizes 
Virginia Woolf’s life alongside two parallel storylines set in 1949 and 2001, suggests 
optimistically that historical authors continue to transfix us because they tell stories of the 
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human heart that repeat unchanged in every era.  Woolf’s Mrs. Dalloway, the central 
allusion of Cunningham’s novel, is important to the protagonists of the other two 
narratives not because it allows them to escape from troubled lives but because it 
illuminates and enriches those lives.  Cunningham suggests the past remains intact as a 
reservoir of wisdom and site of identification, but Joyce Carol Oates offers a dystopian 
vision of ahistorical postmodernity.  In “EDickinsonReplilux”19 an unhappily married 
suburban couple purchase a small-scale robot programmed to look and act like Emily 
Dickinson, and the robot becomes the site on which they play out their hostilities.  In this 
case the figure we interact with may resemble the historical author but is only a 
simplified simulacrum for the contemporary figure to use and abuse. 
 Narratives about historical authors may be sites of conflict that allow a newer 
author to work through her anxiety of influence, but they are also, always, sites of 
identification.  These semi-autobiographical fictions are primarily meditations on the 
creative life, illuminating a shared emotional drama of inspiration, struggle, success and 
failure.  It is not surprising that Henry James is the most novelized literary figure, in spite 
of – or perhaps because of – his relatively quiet life.  The sacrifices he made for his art 
make his the archetypal writing life, and many of his greatest emotional upheavals are 
tied to successes and failures in the literary market.  James offers the enticements of a 
dual sensitivity: his renowned skills of observation on one hand, and his shy self-
awareness on the other.  His biographical mysteries call for speculation: James’s 
epistolary bonfires prove he had something to hide, and his surviving letters seem to say 
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more or less than they mean.  Most importantly, James’s novels describe powerful minds 
at work and thereby provide models for novelizations about the creative mind.   
This dissertation is only concerned with novels about a novelist: prose about 
Henry James, the master craftsman of the genre.  Literature about an historical author 
speaks most powerfully to its predecessor’s art when it does so in the same genre.  For 
example, a novel about Sylvia Plath may deal artfully with the emotional turmoil of her 
life and may echo The Bell Jar, but only poetry about Plath can allude with depth and 
complexity to the themes and techniques of her poetry.  Prose narratives about Henry 
James engage with his life and legacy, but they also play by (or bend, or break) the very 
rules of fiction that James elaborated in the New York Edition Prefaces and his critical 
essays.  The contemporary author makes each decision in the shadow of her predecessor.  
No matter what narrative point of view she chooses, she does so in relation to the 
Jamesian center of consciousness or the complex first person of the governess at Bly.  
Whether describing renunciation or interior décor, her fiction is saturated with allusions 
to James.  The most successful novelists make these allusions with great subtlety, and 
they demand a great deal from their readers. 
Fictions about historical authors have been referred to with the somewhat 
unwieldy portmanteaus “bionovels” and “biofictions,” but I will call them 
“novelizations.” The term is descriptive, since these narratives translate sources in other 
genres into fiction.  I resist the prefix “bio-,” which limits the original genre to biography, 
because the raw materials for these stories also include literary scholarship about James 
and Henry James’s own fiction, criticism and autobiography.  I also wish to convey a 
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tongue-in-cheek awareness that “novelizations” are often the faded facsimile of a more 
vital original in another genre.  Novels about Henry James have received only passing 
notice from scholars, but I contend they can be vehicles of rich intertextuality that may 
illuminate as much about our own literary moment as about James’s literary past. 
Henry James has inspired diverse treatments, many of which fall outside the 
novelization genre. I define “novelization” as prose fiction that calls the historical author 
by his real name and identifies him by recognizable traits and texts.  Some contemporary 
fictions allude to James’s texts but fail to use his proper name to call him directly into the 
plot.  Toby Litt’s Ghost Story (2004), which alludes to James’s The Turn of the Screw, 
and Cynthia Ozick’s Foreign Bodies (2010), which alludes to James’s The Ambassadors, 
are two such novels.20  Sometimes James’s real name or image appears in other genres: 
Robert Louis Stevenson’s poem “Henry James,” published in Underwoods (1887), and 
Donald Barthelme’s collage “Henry James: Chief” (1977) are two of this sort.  Drama is, 
perhaps, contested ground: though James was undeniably a novelist, he also wrote plays 
and used dramatic approaches in his fiction; James is the lead role in Polly Pen’s off-
Broadway musical Embarrassments (2003), a play about his foray into theatre with Guy 
Domville, and he is a supporting role in other “dramatizations” like Susan Sontag’s play 
Alice in Bed (1983) and Anthony Burgess’s opera libretto On Mozart (1991).  Though 
James dramatizations may inspire fascinating critical approaches elsewhere, I limit my 
study to prose.21  Narratives that invoke James’s name are not exclusively contemporary; 
H.G. Wells published one in 1915: the fourth chapter of his satirical novel Boon, The 
Mind of the Race, The Wild Asses of the Devil, and The Last Trump is called “Of Art, Of 
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Literature, Of Mr. Henry James.”  Wells offers many memorable insults, like the claim 
that James’s style resembles a hippopotamus trying to pick up a pea.22  Another debatable 
early case is “The Better End: Conclusion of a chapter from the unpublished novel, What 
Percy Knew, by H*nr* J*m*s” (1912) by Louis Umfreville Wilkinson.23  Wilkinson’s 
short story only barely veils Henry James’s name and, unlike Boon, it mimics James’s 
style as it tells the story of a sexual encounter between an older gentleman and a younger 
man.  Both Wells’ and Wilkinson’s stories function like romans à clef, poking fun at a 
living author for the enjoyment of a community that knew him.  Though they technically 
fall under the category of “novelization” as I define it, I consider these texts outside the 
scope of my study. 
This project is concerned with recent fictions written by authors and for readers 
who are not James’s contemporaries.  These stories play with James’s style and affect, 
but they are equally concerned with current literary culture and scholarship, or with the 
ways in which James’s reputation has changed over time.  The earliest is David Plante’s 
1970 novel The Ghost of Henry James, which stood alone until 1977 when Donald 
Barthelme published a micro-fiction about James, “Presents,” in Penthouse magazine.  
The 1980s saw only three more: Bruce Elliot’s novel Village (1982), Gore Vidal’s 
Empire (1987), and David Stern’s “Brooksmith by Henry James” (1989).  The trickle of 
James appearances grew into a flood in the last decade of the twentieth century and first 
decade of the twenty first, with dozens of fictions appropriating his name, figure and 
affect.  One hundred years after James published the fictions and autobiographies of his 
major phase, contemporary novelists in Anglophone literary traditions around the world 
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were drawn to reanimate him in their pages.24  Some preliminary subcategories will help 
describe this spontaneous movement.   
In some cases Henry James appears as a minor character, but even in these 
moments the potential diversity of treatments is clear.  James appears in only a few short 
scenes of Gore Vidal’s long historical fiction Empire, and Vidal’s well-researched James 
resembles Leon Edel’s characterization: dignified, eccentric and charming.  In Edmund 
White’s Hotel de Dream (2007), a novel about Stephen Crane, Henry James appears as a 
foil in one chapter and his kindness to the ailing writer is filtered through the scathing 
perspective of Crane’s wife Cora, who ran a brothel in Florida and has no patience for 
James’s flourishes.25  Henry James also appears in a number of detective stories, as 
amateur sleuth in Paula Marantz Cohen’s What Alice Knew: The Most Curious Tale of 
Henry James and Jack the Ripper (2010), as suspect in Carol de Chellis Hill’s Henry 
James’s Midnight Song (1993) and as criminal on the lam in Richard Liebmann-Smith’s 
The James Boys: A Novel of Four Desperate Brothers (2008).26  James makes for an 
unlikely sleuth, save that he possesses that most important qualification, that he is a man 
on whom nothing is lost.27  Another ahistorical approach is the tale of haunting, clearly 
inspired by James’s own tales of the supernatural.  David Plante’s The Ghost of Henry 
James (1970), Joan Aiken’s The Haunting of Lamb House (1991) and A Jealous Ghost by 
A.N. Wilson (2005) are some examples of these.   
More richly significant are three types of novelizations I organize thematically: 
narratives of James’s sexuality, community, and legacy.  In the first type, which includes 
the novels by Plante, Elliot and Tóibín among others, recent authors consider James’s 
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role as a forbear in a history of gay literature and implicitly speak to recent treatments of 
James’s sexuality in literary biography and criticism.  The second type inscribes James in 
an intellectual community – most often made up of other writers or his own brilliant 
family members.28  In The Master and Author, Author! James is surrounded by dozens of 
other figures to inspire him with new ideas for fiction, to pressure him to sacrifice his 
productive isolation, or to tempt him to act on his frightening romantic desires.  In most 
cases James is placed in relation to one influential person: George du Maurier in the case 
of Lodge’s novel, Constance Fenimore Woolson in Emma Tennant’s Felony (2002), 
Sigmund Freud in Edwin M. Yoder Jr.’s The Lions at Lamb House (2007), Joseph 
Conrad in Cynthia Ozick’s “Dictation” (2008), and Edith Wharton in Heyns’ The 
Typewriter’s Tale (2005) and Jennie Fields’ The Age of Desire (2012).  These twenty-
first century dialogues of the dead remind us that James was voraciously social and often 
drew the germs of his fictions from his friends: he did not place his acquaintances 
directly into his tales, but he did rely upon them to provide stories that might later 
blossom into novels.  Finally, the third type replaces Henry James with a contemporary 
stand-in: a scholar or writer working on a Henry James project.  In some cases, as in 
Yoder’s Lions at Lamb House, the scholar is in a frame narrative surrounding the story of 
a fictional James.  In other cases all that remains of James is his reputation, his writing, 
and his role as commodity in the publishing market.  In Alan Hollinghurst’s The Line of 
Beauty (2004) the protagonist is writing both a dissertation on James’s late style and a 
film adaptation of The Spoils of Poynton, while in The Lost Dog by Michelle de Kretser 
(2007) the protagonist is writing a scholarly book on James and the uncanny.  In perhaps 
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the strangest iteration of this group, Rebecca Goldstein’s protagonist in The Dark Sister 
(1991) is writing a novel that unintentionally plagiarizes Washington Square.  The stand-
in writer shifts the focus of the narrative away from a study of Henry James the man and 
toward a study of Henry James the industry.  This group of fictions considers more 
explicitly James’s contemporary significance. 
This dissertation analyzes contemporary fiction’s preoccupation with James 
through a focus on one representative of each of these three types: Colm Tóibín’s The 
Master, Cynthia Ozick’s “Dictation” and Alan Hollinghurst’s The Line of Beauty.  These 
three examples, which address James’s sexuality, community, and contemporary legacy 
respectively, illustrate a diversity of possible treatments.  Some other recent novels about 
James are particularly promising for future study.  First, most accounts of James 
novelizations link the late-twentieth century boom to changing scholarly discourse that 
posits a link between James’s sexuality and his writing; early novelizations by Plante and 
Elliot challenge this narrative by making Henry James’s queerness the central question in 
a “pre-Sedgwick” critical context.  Similarly, many novelizations are clearly influenced 
by political criticism of recent decades including gay studies, queer theory and the 
attendant vogue of literary biography; however, novels by Carol de Chellis Hill and 
Edwin Yoder Jr. engage an earlier phase of James criticism by including Sigmund Freud 
as a character.  Not only does this move shift allusive connections to the legacy of James 
in the mid-twentieth century, but it suggests a debate over whether the Freudian approach 
devalues the real moment of trauma by shifting focus to fantasies of the psychic life, a 
debate which has a clear parallel in repetitive contemporary fantasies of historical 
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authors’ obscure lives.   Finally, David Lodge’s Author, Author! creates an ambitious 
Henry James whose emotional life revolves around his desire for success in the market.  
This approach reinforces that James was not isolated in an ivory tower but implicated in 
various social forms, and it is also an ironic premonition of the critical failure of Author, 
Author! itself.  David Lodge’s nonfiction about his literary disappointments suggests 
James’s poor public reception mirrors the plight of the contemporary writer.  Though 
each of these novelizations creates a distinctive approach to James, they all pursue two 
goals: engaging the historical record and interrogating James’s changing legacies.  
Many James novelizations are deserving of rigorous study, but I focus on The 
Master, “Dictation” and The Line of Beauty because of their quality, complexity and 
diversity.  Tóibín, Ozick and Hollinghurst have written not only fictional responses to 
James but other fiction and nonfiction that communicates complex attitudes toward their 
predecessor.  Tóibín’s nonfiction on James includes All A Novelist Needs: Colm Tóibín 
on Henry James, Love in a Dark Time and Other Explorations of Gay Lives and 
Literature, and New Ways to Kill Your Mother: Writers and Their Families.  Ozick’s 
work on James includes a dialogue of the dead and nonfiction essays such as “The 
Lesson of the Master,” “The Question of Our Speech: The Return to Aural Culture” and 
“Henry James’s Unborn Child.”  Many of Hollinghurst’s novels allude to James’s 
fictions, and his critical writings on James include an introduction to The Ivory Tower.  
When appropriate, these tangential writings on James, or influenced by James, enrich my 
readings of the novelizations.  These authors’ credentials are both scholarly and artistic: 
Hollinghurst’s novel won the Man Booker Prize, and Tóibín’s was shortlisted.  These 
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three novelizations also illustrate how diverse contemporary responses to James have 
been.  Not only do they address a variety of themes, but they convey various attitudes 
toward the past.  The Master painstakingly recreates the past with careful attention to 
tone and the gaps in the historical record, while “Dictation” takes the past as a loose 
inspiration and freely exaggerates personalities and invents new interactions.  The Line of 
Beauty does not engage with the past directly but considers Henry James as he lives on in 
late-twentieth century scholarship and popular culture.   
For all their differences, these three fictions participate broadly in the same 
project.  Unlike some other fictional treatments, The Master, “Dictation” and The Line of 
Beauty do not caricature James but, on the contrary, challenge their readers to complicate 
assumptions about James and his texts.  All three envision Henry James during the last 
ten or twenty years of his life, as he imagined and composed the works of his major 
phase, and they offer a complex engagement with issues that were central to Henry 
James’s fiction and criticism at that time.  Above all, Tóibín, Ozick and Hollinghurst 
share a fixation on the creative consciousness, and their fictions explore not only James’s 
mind in particular but the nature of identity, personality and the soul more broadly.  
James’s late fiction is famous for its complex treatment of consciousness, and these 
novelizations continue the conversation that James began.  They are interested in the 
origins of personality, limitations of creativity, threats to autonomy and the potentially 
infinite power of the imagination.  In order to understand contemporary James 
novelizations it is essential to understand their fixation on character, in the most complex 
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sense of the term.  The following sections describe three approaches to identity that 
motivate and shape these James novelizations. 
 
 
II. Queer James 
In the flurry of reflections and reviews published in response to the Year of Henry 
James, when four James-obsessed novels competed in the literary marketplace, novelists 
and critics speculated about why Henry James is so appealing and they came up with a 
constellation of idiosyncratic answers.  Some are quite personal.  Kathryn Kramer thinks 
of her novel Sweet Water (1998) as a letter to Henry James, thanking him for the role his 
novels played in her adolescent life.29  David Lodge’s Author, Author! is conceived as a 
letter too, but a letter of comfort that assures the dead and rather neglected author of his 
booming popularity in the early twenty-first century.  Literary critic Denis Flannery 
claims contemporary novels about James are written in an apostrophic mode that both 
calls Henry James into a temporary sort of life and also highlights his absence.  30  Like 
Theodora Bosanquet using her planchette to transcribe the words of her beloved dead 
employer, contemporary novelists imagine they can communicate with the dead, settle 
scores, solicit praise, express gratitude, or otherwise continue a relationship with Henry 
James.  Both Bosanquet and these novelists write in the fringe spaces around formal 
scholarship, but while Bosanquet wanted to continue her relationship with a man she 
knew in life, novelists cannot continue a relationship they never had.   
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The desire to speak with and even to imaginatively inhabit Henry James is in part 
a response to reading his fiction: James’s narrative center of consciousness guides the 
willing reader to identify deeply with the intellectual and emotional lives of characters.  
Colm Tóibín was nineteen when he read his first novel by Henry James, The Portrait of a 
Lady, and he remembers vividly that feeling of being drawn into Isabel Archer’s richly-
developed experience,31 but he also remembers that he never gave a thought to the author, 
who seemed completely absent from the novel.32  Cynthia Ozick found her perfect match 
the first time she read Henry James.  When her brother brought home an anthology from 
the library, seventeen-year-old Ozick read “The Beast in the Jungle” and recognized her 
autobiography in John Marcher.33  Ozick confused Marcher with his creator (she is 
certainly not the first to do so), and her identification with the character slipped into a 
more pressing identification with James himself. 34  Both Tóibín and Ozick see that early 
moment as the beginning of the writing life; the thrilling identification with a character 
leads to a new desire: to be like Henry James.  Contemporary fiction tends to self-
consciously conflate the character and the creator.  The Master narrates the years when 
James was collecting impressions that would later blossom into The Golden Bowl, and 
Tóibín’s James has a great deal in common with Maggie Verver.  “Dictation” 
fictionalizes the composition of The Jolly Corner and the egotistical amanuensis 
Theodora Bosanquet echoes both Spencer Brydon and Alice Staverton.  In The Line of 
Beauty Nick Guest writes a screenplay adaptation of The Spoils of Poynton and channels 
both the historical James and his creation Fleda Vetch.  These pairings are not 
indulgences of the biographical fallacy but a strategic focus that allows the later novel to 
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resonate with the concerns of the former: family dysfunction, questions of identity, and 
material culture, in these cases.  Writing Henry James into fiction fulfills a double desire 
to continue a rich identification with James’s fiction and to claim its creator as a peer. 
More directly, novelists respond to the allure of biography; in James’s case they 
are attracted not only to recorded events but to James’s unknowable inner life.  Many of 
his major fictions (The Portrait of a Lady, The Ambassadors, The Golden Bowl and The 
Wings of the Dove, among others) share this preoccupation with others’ minds: their plots 
are animated by central secrets that the characters avoid, seek, or come to know.  
Contemporary writers are only following up on what James started with his epistolary 
bonfires of 1909 and 1915 – the first precipitated by a depression and the second by a 
fear his life might soon end.   Critics and novelists alike speculate that the secret he was 
hiding is a sexual one.  Queer theorist Eric Savoy has noted the universal appeal of 
celibate authors (James, Woolf, Dickinson, Proust), our curiosity about what they desired, 
what they declined, and why.35  Colm Tóibín believes the life of a repressed author is “a 
ready-made tale” offering intrinsic narrative potential that an openly gay life simply does 
not.36  For Tóibín any closeted man’s life is dramatic because he must carefully maintain 
a deception that runs parallel with his lived truth; Henry James’s intellect and sensitivity 
to social dynamics promise a particularly acute psychological drama.  Novels about 
Henry James announce the return of the repressed author twice over; contemporary 
novelists may be drawn to reanimate the humanistic subjectivity of the “dead” author in 
general, but their more pressing concern is clearly to explore James’s personal 
repressions. 
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For decades, the reigning version of James’s life was Leon Edel’s massive five-
volume biography, published between 1953 and 1972.  Edel, informed by New Critical 
and Freudian readings then in vogue, created a Henry James raised in a family of titans, 
spurred by competition with his genius brother William to excel in literature; this James 
was drawn to younger men, but remained celibate throughout his life, renouncing 
intimacy as a brave sacrifice for his art.37  In 1985 when Edel revised the earlier 
biographies into a condensed edition, he reflected that he had been constrained by a tight-
laced attitude that was widespread before the sexual revolution.38  Edel had enjoyed near-
exclusive control of the James Family Archive at Harvard University, but after it was 
opened to the public in 1973, scholars had reason to hope for a return of James’s 
repressed.  In 1986 Eve Kosovsky Sedgwick published “The Beast in the Closet,” an 
essay so influential that some subsequent critics see it as a dividing line inaugurating 
“post-Sedgwick” James studies.  Sedgwick’s essays cleared the way for approaches like 
John Carlos Rowe’s The Other Henry James (1998), a collection of critical essays which 
offers gay and feminist readings.   In the early twenty-first century, gay studies 
approaches were augmented by new thematic collections of letters: in 2001, Dearly 
Beloved Friends: Henry James’s Letters to Younger Men, edited by Susan E. Gunter and 
Steven H. Jobe, and in 2004, Beloved Boy: Letters to Hendrik C. Andersen, 1899-1915, 
edited by Rosella Mamoli Zorzi.  A number of revisionist biographies informed by 
feminist and gay studies have been published, but those with the greatest influence on 
contemporary novelizations are Lyndall Gordan’s A Private Life of Henry James: Two 
Women and His Art, which focuses on James’s relationships with Minny Temple and 
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Constance Fenimore Woolson, and Sheldon Novick’s two biographies, which imagine a 
sexually active gay James.  By now, it is a commonplace to link Henry James 
novelizations to the rise of feminist theory, gay studies, queer theory and new historicism.  
Many contemporary novelists openly acknowledge the biographies and collections of 
letters that guided their writing, but it is too simple to assume a causal link, wherein 
scholars published new gay characterizations of James which these writers translated into 
fictional form.   
James’s sexuality was an open secret even during his lifetime, and fictionalized 
treatments go back at least as far as Louis Umfreville Wilkinson’s “The Better End” in 
1912 and likely even earlier.  Since James novelizations boomed in the 1990s and early 
decades of the twenty-first century, it would be tempting to assume that easy references 
to a queer James had been repressed after his death by the conservative custodianship of 
James’s surviving family members and their representative Leon Edel until gay studies 
re-discovered him, except for the fact that two twentieth-century novelizations pre-date 
influential gay studies approaches to James.  David Plante’s The Ghost of Henry James 
imagines an unrepressed, actively bisexual Henry James two years before the final 
volume of Leon Edel’s biography Henry James: The Master traces James’s relationships 
with younger men.  Village, written under the pseudonym “Bruce Elliot” by Edward 
Field and Neil Derrick, imagines a gay Henry James four years before Eve Sedgwick 
muses about “The Beast in the Closet,” and it suggests that James’s gay desires surfaced 
much earlier in his life than Edel allows.  Both novels betray a fascination with James’s 
sexuality and with intergenerational family dynamics – the same topics that transfix later 
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novelists.  Novelists in the more recent boom may not be responding to new revelations, 
but they are certainly liberated by the freedoms allowed by political theory, permitting 
critics and novelists alike to think creatively about a more vulnerable Henry James. 
Many gay-studies approaches to James in the 1990s share the assumption that 
James’s life holds the analytical key to understanding his art.  In this model James has 
buried a (sexual) secret, which, if unearthed, will explain the mysteries of his literature, 
especially the dense and difficult late phase.  In Eve Sedgwick’s essay “The Beast in the 
Closet,” the evidence for a gay reading of James’s 1903 tale “The Beast in the Jungle” is 
that there is no evidence: the gaps in the narrative must be the love that dare not speak its 
name.  A similar logic animates Sheldon Novick’s biographies.  In the Preface to Henry 
James: The Young Master, Novick admits that the biography rests upon a number of 
assumptions: “I have taken it for granted,” he writes, “that Henry James underwent the 
ordinary experiences of life: that he separated himself from his enveloping family, that he 
fell in love with the wrong people, that his first sexual encounters were intense but not 
entirely happy,” and that “when he seemed to be having a love affair, he was; that when 
he seemed to be expressing an idea, he was consciously doing so.”39  Colm Tóibín 
worries that approaches like Novick’s make the anachronistic assumption that James 
would have thought of his sexual identity in the same terms we use today and that this 
assumption may lead to deductive readings of the fiction, but as Novick has argued in his 
own defense, rejecting openly-gay interpretations of James’s writing seems like a 
symptom of conservative critical inertia.   
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Novelizations do not fill in the historical blanks by writing an explicit new script; 
instead, they interrogate our desire for certainty.  In “Living in James,” I discuss the way 
in which Tóibín positions his James with and against the Jameses crafted by various 
influential biographies, and indeed The Master is more explicitly interested in issues of 
biographical fidelity than the other two novels.  Tóibín’s own gay literary history, Love in 
a Dark Time, mentions James but rejects him as an inconclusive case, and The Master 
crafts a quiet James full of inarticulate longings.40  The Line of Beauty does not dig for 
James’s buried secrets, but it does question his place in a history of gay literature.  The 
openly-gay protagonist Nick Guest considers Henry James an unambiguous precursor, to 
the point where even mentioning his name “was a kind of coming out,”41 but James does 
not help Nick negotiate his conservative social circle or a gay community in the grips of 
the AIDS crisis.42    “Dictation” tests James’s status as a gay icon by setting him against 
Ozick’s version of Theodora Bosanquet, an empowered lesbian who seduces Conrad’s 
amanuensis and a young Virginia Stephen.  Ozick’s novella narrates the composition of 
James’s 1908 tale The Jolly Corner, one of the many stories that has been read as a 
parable for sexual repression; if we care to, we can read this tale-within-a-tale as a double 
repression of James’s biographical truth.   James’s biography provides enticing gaps, and 
his fictions model how individuals might manipulate the unknowable without 
extinguishing it with simplifying certainty.  Ruth Bernard Yeazell argues that any scholar 
writing about James’s late fiction can only begin by first filling in the gaps and making 
leaps of inference.43  How do we know, she asks, that Charlotte and the Prince are having 
an affair?  What do we really know, and how do we know it?  Biographies may make the 
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same mistake with James’s life, but novelizations can speculate without the authority to 
set an historical narrative; like James’s own late prose, they can animate the process of 
coming-to-know without betraying knowledge in its absolute form.44 
 
 
III. The Jamesian Mind 
Henry James thought good historical fiction was impossible because its author 
cannot imagine the character’s horizon of knowledge, the mind that knows nothing of the 
events, styles, attitudes or language of the intervening years.45  Few novelists attempt to 
capture the consciousness of the past, though Colm Tóibín comes closest with his 
remarkably quiet James, who resists anachronism by remaining almost silent.  Instead, 
most acknowledge the impossibility of capturing it.  But their reticence about James’s 
inner life does not mean that contemporary authors are uninterested in the mind; in fact, a 
fascination with consciousness drives novelizations like The Master, “Dictation” and The 
Line of Beauty.  Cynthia Ozick has explained James’s pull: “Mysteriously, with the 
passing of time, James becomes more and more our contemporary – it is as if our own 
sensibilities are only just catching up with his.  We can recognize him now as a powerful 
symbolist, one of the supreme literary innovators of consciousness.”46  Contemporary 
authors are drawn to the final decades of Henry James’s life not only because of dramatic 
events like Constance Fenimore Woolson’s suicide, the failure of Guy Domville, and 
James’s late-in-life flirtations with younger men, but also – perhaps more importantly – 
because James’s late prose has become the archetype for psychological mystery, setting 
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the standard of sensitivity and complexity for any later writer who may hope to describe 
the inner workings of the mind.  Tóibín, Ozick and Hollinghurst continue James’s 
experimentations in consciousness, imagining the unknowable other, the unknowable 
self, the inclusive artistic mind and the interpersonal or impersonal controlling mind.  
Though they build upon their predecessor’s treatments of identity, contemporary authors 
are more anxious and cynical than James, who accepted the mind’s power with 
enthusiasm.  
James’s own fiction suggests that understanding another person may be almost 
impossible, even when both figures occupy the same moment.  Some characters learn the 
depth of their misunderstanding in a moment of revelation, such as when Isabelle Archer 
recognizes the relationship between Osmond and Madame Merle, or Lambert Strether 
witnesses the intimacy between Chad and Madame de Vionnet.  Other characters are 
already aware that they do not understand the people closest to them: the governess, 
Maisie Farange and Maggie Verver all struggle in their very different ways to fathom the 
secrets of their loved ones, and such certainty evades them.   
James reproduces his characters’ experience as he asks readers to navigate 
complex prose in search of the inner lives of his protagonists.  The works of the major 
phase are filled with stylistic choices that betray a secret is being kept.  Ellipses 
illuminate an unvoiced thought, and aposiopesis, when a character abruptly cuts off her 
speech, more dramatically illustrates the line between what can and cannot be said.  
Preterition, which occurs most famously in “The Beast in the Jungle,” conspicuously 
omits some detail or term to draw attention to what is missing.  James’s late style 
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obscures, as Seymour Chatman has noted, by using abstract subjects, nominalizations, 
and psychological verbs that surmise the activity within another’s mind.  James’s late 
style provides a formal framework appropriate to address how impossible it is to know 
another.47  Historically, stylistically and ontologically Henry James evades certain 
knowledge.  
The preoccupation with James’s sexuality tends to reinforce one perfectly valid 
view: each individual is divided into a private self he hides and a public self he shows to 
the world.  Identity in this case is hidden, constricted.  But such a view fails to do justice 
to James’s complex and contradictory treatment of consciousness in the major phase.  
James also believed consciousness is defined by excess, by its infinite potential to absorb, 
analyze and manipulate the world.  He describes this version in his 1910 metaphysical 
essay “Is There a Life After Death?”: the artistic mind is ravenously curious, joyfully 
infinite, luxuriously wasteful, and in touch with the spiritual sources of the universe.48  
For Ross Posnock, the distinction between a secretive, constricted James on one hand and 
a curious, expansive James on the other is the distinction between repression and 
sublimation.  Posnock claims Henry James sublimated his libido into curiosity; in other 
words, he suggests, James’ curiosity is itself sensual, as the author pressed Hendrik 
Andersen, Hugh Walpole and Jocelyn Persse for more and more detail in their letters, or 
as he traveled through America in 1904 and 1905 as “a Whitmanesque figure” in thrall to 
an “orgy of the senses.”49  This compulsively curious James rejects the binary model of 
an identity divided into “inside/outside, essence/appearance, or authenticity/ 
inauthenticity”50 and replaces it with an active practice of exploration and creation.  
28 
 
 
 
James novelizers are riveted by the narrative potential of both versions of James.  The 
repressed author promises the drama of a double life: a truth is hidden beneath 
appearances, threatening exposure.  The sublimated author promises the drama of 
creation, the ideal of imaginative genius to which the contemporary writer might aspire.   
In James’s late novels, some characters possess creative minds so powerful that 
they can manipulate and even create the epistemologically-uncertain worlds in which 
they live.  Ruth Bernard Yeazell argues that some characters in the novels of the major 
phase “possess, artist-like, the power to make the terms of their world,” but she 
acknowledges that the mind must give way to concrete facts in the end.  Yeazell suggests, 
for example, that while Charlotte Stant may create a narrative (convincing to others and 
to herself) in which she and the Prince have been thrown together by Maggie and Adam’s 
childlike desire to spend all their time together, nevertheless her adulterous affair affects 
other characters in a very real way.51  Sharon Cameron offers a more radical reading of 
The Golden Bowl, in which characters’ thoughts and speech are not simply persuasive but 
powerfully prescriptive.  In the late novels, characters sometimes imagine they can read 
one another’s thoughts; James records such mind-reading in direct quotations that make 
speculated thoughts look like speech, giving them a misleading narrative immediacy.  
Cameron argues these moments are neither wishful thinking nor telepathy, but mind-
control: when Maggie seems to imagine what her husband is thinking, she creates those 
thoughts and imposes them on the Prince.52  Cameron’s reading suggests the extreme 
power of the fictional Jamesian consciousness, which controls perceptions, narratives and 
other selves.  For all his imaginative power, the actively curious version of James that 
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Posnock describes is not a simple humanist subject capable of exerting mastery over 
himself and over the world; if James dissolves the binary model separating inside from 
outside, he also breaks down the boundary that separates discrete selves.53  Yeazell and 
Cameron suggest the boundaries among James’s fictional characters may blur as well, as 
they coerce, manipulate and control one another.   
The Master, “Dictation” and The Line of Beauty all experiment with the potential 
and the limits of consciousness, but while James found the power of the creative mind 
empowering, contemporary novelists focus on the threat of such a power.  Especially in a 
surreal world like the one Cameron describes, empowerment and disempowerment are 
the recto and verso of the same coin; if one mind is controlling then another is being 
controlled, and recent fictions shift the focus to the vulnerable figure.  In “Dictation” the 
powerful author erases the consciousness of his amanuensis in the moment of 
composition, controlling the movements of her mind and her body with his voice.  
James’s typist Theodora Bosanquet is the medium that connects the author to the page, 
but she is also an occult medium that allows the invading ghostly voice to take the place 
of her own.  In “Speaking in James” I show that Bosanquet and the Boston-area medium 
Leonora Piper, who worked extensively with the James family, both dramatically 
illustrate that the Jamesian ideal of the expansive and permeable consciousness comes at 
a price, at least for women, and the price is self-annihilation.  James’s Alice Staverton 
offers a hopeful alternative, as a female psychic whose permeability empowers her.   
The Master and The Line of Beauty take these topics into the real world, where 
mind-reading and mind-control are fantasies of characters desperate for security.  Both 
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novels describe families defined by alcoholism, addiction and abuse: Tóibín’s James is 
afflicted by a multi-generational family legacy of alcoholism, and Hollinghurst’s Nick 
Guest leaves his dysfunctional family of origin to seek a place in three other abusive 
families.54  Tóibín’s James and Hollinghurst’s Nick are so pathologically afraid of 
conflict they fantasize about manipulating others through mind-control, but in fact both 
men are controlled by the powerful family patterns they help reinforce.  In both novels, 
consciousness exists between or among characters as they work together to create and 
sustain a community of meaning.55  Tóibín aims for moral neutrality: all members of the 
community are equally guilty or equally innocent, since they are implicated in a shared 
system.  Hollinghurst, however, suggests that Nick is culpable for his choices, because a 
thorough understanding of Henry James and his fictions would have allowed Nick to 
recognize and reject the dysfunction that surrounds him.  
The Jamesian consciousness may be repressed, expansive or shared, and it may 
even escape agency.  Posnock and Cameron have argued in different ways that the works 
of late James evade or exceed identity.  Posnock describes the James that emerges in The 
American Scene as dynamic, fluid, liminal, marginal, receptive.  The narrator “hover[s] 
between identities” and seeks childlike sensory shocks rather than the intellectual 
arguments.56  By resisting the ossification of his identity, the narrator resists totalizing 
ideologies and remains permeable to the sensory impressions that assault him.  Sharon 
Cameron’s vision of “nonidentity” is different.  Rather than imagining the narrator of The 
American Scene being encroached upon by impressions, Cameron argues James’s travel 
narrative is about the dominating potential of consciousness to control and create 
31 
 
 
 
meaning.  The consciousness she describes is similar to that which James describes in “Is 
There a Life After Death?,” with one important difference.  For James, the all-powerful 
mind is personality, his own “particular personal adventure.”57  For Cameron, the 
consciousness on display in The American Scene is detached from psychology and not 
limited by an agent: consciousness itself is the protagonist.58 
  As contemporary fictions explore non-entity and the non-psychological mind, 
they focus again on vulnerability and disempowerment.  Cynthia Ozick’s treatment of the 
literary mode of production – James’s shift from writing by hand to dictating his prose to 
an amanuensis at the Remington typewriter – suggests that the author, for all his mastery, 
does not control the text he produces.  In “Dictation,” literary texts are not the result of an 
author’s personality but of non-psychological influences like technology and the body.  
Henry James becomes a machine, and his narratives are trauma symptoms.  Alan 
Hollinghurst’s Nick, like Posnock’s James, is a fluid, liminal figure that hovers between 
identities.  But while James resists totalizing philosophies, Nick seeks them out, and he 
remains unformed because of his simultaneous loyalty to conflicting ideologies.   
Tóibín, Ozick and Hollinghurst are all attracted to the inner lives of James’s 
richly-drawn fictional characters and to the potential of James’s own creative mind, but 
all challenge the assumption of a unified subject: they speculate about a consciousness 
that can invade and be invaded, a consciousness that is enmeshed in and to some extent 
determined by a larger controlling system, a consciousness that is divided against itself.  
Critical treatments of James characterize his experiments in identity as liberating and 
empowering, but novelizations offer a more cynical view; they draw upon James as 
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model and ideal, but they betray more anxiety about the temptations and power of 
technology and culture. 
 
 
IV. The Jamesian Soul 
What is at stake in these novelizations is not only a theory of psychology but 
questions of morality and identity.  James uses the terms “soul,” “consciousness” and 
“personality” interchangeably in “Is There a Life After Death?”, insisting his continuous 
mental life is the only soul that he can imagine persisting after his physical death, and it is 
fitting to call contemporary interest a reflection on the nature of the “soul” as well as the 
consciousness.  Tóibín, Ozick and Hollinghurst are not interested in religion per se, but in 
the secular religion that might constitute and limit the subject. The central figure in this 
approach is the addict, as characterized by contemporary twelve-step recovery methods.  
The focus on addiction is less surprising than it may seem, not only because so many 
members of the James family – William of Albany, Henry James Senior, and Bob James, 
for example – suffered from alcoholism, but also because William James’s The Varieties 
of Religious Experience had an equally significant impact on his brother Henry James 
and on the founders of Alcoholics Anonymous.  James novelizations are preoccupied 
with the sick soul of the addict, as it is represented in the writings of both Henry and 
William, and as a major analogy of a common contemporary plight.  Henry James is 
neither god nor drug, but the narrative of the addict’s search for a redemptive higher 
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power offers a model to describe the cultural and perhaps spiritual void that has sent 
dozens of recent novelists in search of him.    
 Novelizations are haunted by James and his creations, and James’s fictional 
worlds are haunted by the inescapable theological influence of William James and Henry 
James Senior.  James’s father and brother suffered eerily similar crises that made them 
fear that at any moment the seemingly solid self could dissolve, order could fade into 
disorder, good could be overtaken by evil.  In 1844, during a European tour, Henry James 
Senior had temporarily settled his young family in Frogmore Cottage in Windsor, 
England.  William was two years old, Henry was one, and Wilkie, Bob and Alice were 
not yet born.  One May evening Henry Senior was sitting alone after dinner when he was 
struck by “a perfectly insane and abject terror” that seemed to come from “some damnèd 
shape squatting invisible to me within the precincts of the room, and raying out from his 
fetid personality influences fatal to life.”59   He would later come to understand this 
experience as a Swedenborgian vastation.60  In The Varieties of Religious Experience 
William James attributes his own crisis to an anonymous melancholic: one evening, 
already feeling ill at ease, he went into a dim room to retrieve something and was 
similarly struck with the sense that his cohesive sense of self was no more than a fragile 
accident that could depart at any moment, leaving him in the same state as a paralyzed 
epileptic patient he once saw in a French asylum.61  The similarity between his 
experience and his father’s was quite clear to William; he footnoted Henry Senior’s 
account in Varieties as another instance of the melancholic soul’s “panic fear.” 
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Father and son proposed different solutions to their shared problem.  After 
enthusiastic study of Emanuel Swedenborg’s texts, Henry Senior formulated his own 
religious philosophy that explained his vastation as an inevitable – and in fact desirable – 
step in a man’s religious evolution.  One key tenet of his theory is the wicked fiction of 
selfhood: man’s highest goal is his self-annihilating union with God.62  For William 
James the crisis was not a sign of progress but the symptom of a melancholic sick soul, 
and it would need its own quite different solution.63  The sick soul is a monist that 
struggles to reconcile the existence of evil with the idea of God as an all-encompassing 
Good: evil seems a permanent truth, so the sick soul fixates on it.64  He tends to 
pessimistic melancholy and suffers from internal heterogeneity: William calls him the 
divided self.  He may be incapable of integrating incompatible desires or values, but he is 
also always divided into one self that feels and acts and a second self that observes and 
judges the first.  To end his suffering the sick soul must undergo a process of unification 
that William describes in a characteristically pragmatic manner: the divided self may 
become one in a sudden or gradual religious conversion, in a move to confident 
irreligion, in a moment of personal upheaval, or through the domination of one inner self 
over the others.  For Henry Senior progress can occur only in one direction: away from 
self and toward God; for William, it matters little whether the individual loses God or 
finds God, or which God he finds, as long as he has changed from inconsistent to stable, 
from melancholic to hopeful.  The self is at the center of William’s theology, not 
eliminated and expelled, as his father would have it, but empowered.   
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Henry James did not suffer an acute crisis, but he was an unmistakably 
melancholic figure, suffering from diffuse self-doubt and periods of depression.  And like 
both his father and brother, Henry James’s lifelong project was an exploration of 
consciousness, which for him was synonymous with the soul.  Critics have traced 
similarities between James’s literary approach and the theologies of both relatives,65 but 
novelizations draw into relief an attitude that is closer to William’s: contemporary 
authors tend to depict James and his characters as divided pessimists who strive not for 
self-annihilation but for unity, and who find unity unattainable.  Tóibín, Ozick and 
Hollinghurst all choose to engage a fiction by James that depicts the individual’s 
continuity with others and discontinuity with herself: in other words, the plight of the sick 
soul.   
The internal divisions of James’s characters are more nuanced than William’s 
description allows.  His figures are talented compartmentalizers, keeping secrets from 
one another and from themselves.  The Golden Bowl revolves around the secret of 
Charlotte and Prince Amerigo’s affair, and Maggie keeps secrets from herself as well, in 
an interior space she thinks of as a crowded room.  Spencer Brydon keeps his nocturnal 
visits to the house on the jolly corner a secret, and he spends them hunting for a repressed 
version of himself.  Fleda Vetch keeps her feelings for Owen a secret and at the end of 
the novel she has repressed her feelings, leaving them like abandoned luggage by the 
road.  But these characters are William James’s divided souls as well: divided not 
because they hide that which they do not want to see, but because they are forced to 
constantly witness their own immorality or hypocrisy.  Henry James uses imagery from 
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the theatre throughout his fictions, describing characters that feel they are both actors and 
spectators.   Many of his characters are torn between mutually exclusive goals, like Fleda 
Vetch who wants to be faithful to Owen, to Mrs. Gareth and to her own higher code.  In 
the climactic confrontation of The Jolly Corner Spencer Brydon is this problem made 
literal, the split incompatible self that threatens its own annihilation.  William James 
would argue that Brydon is a successfully unified figure at the end, but as I address in 
“Speaking in James,” Henry seems less certain.  The other two novels end with 
unconverted sick souls.  Maggie Verver and Fanny Assingham have invented new secrets 
and bred new divisions in previously unified characters; Fleda Vetch can no longer 
ignore that she is living a lie when she returns to Mrs. Gareth. 
The characters in The Master, “Dictation” and The Line of Beauty all live in the 
world of the Jamesian sick soul.  Ozick’s Lilian Hallowes is perhaps the most classic 
divided self, torn between irresistible desires for intimacy and for revenge and the higher 
moral self that stands in judgment of her actions.  Tóibín’s fictional Henry James keeps 
many secrets; he is acutely aware of his appearance to others, split into an inner life and 
an observing self; and throughout the novel he negotiates his mutually-exclusive desires.  
As a child, for example, he enacts a fictional illness to please his mother, but is plagued 
by guilt as a result.  Hollinghurst’s Nick Guest is an extreme case, losing himself as he 
tries to be all things to all people.  He pursues opposing desires for abstract beauty, 
money, status, and the simultaneous approval of incompatible groups. 
Henry James’s characters are divided in both personal and national loyalties, and 
of course the most familiar divisions they face are the cultural differences between 
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America and Europe.  Pericles Lewis claims that most of James’s sick souls are 
Americans who feel themselves torn between the competing values of the new world and 
the old.66  The reading leads to too narrow a view of the divided self in James’s fiction, 
since James’s characters face moral and psychological divisions as well.  Nor is the 
treatment of the Jamesian sick soul limited to America; James novelizations are 
widespread across Anglophone traditions, and my three chapters trace the similar 
preoccupations of an Irish, American and English author.  The contemporary re-
imagining of the sick soul takes a strikingly different form, taking as its reference point 
both James’s characters and, more or less explicitly, the personality of the addict or 
alcoholic as conceived by twelve-step recovery communities.  William James’s The 
Varieties of Religious Experience influenced both Henry James’s fictions and the “Big 
Book,” the central text of Alcoholics Anonymous; the AA characterization of the 
alcoholic betrays many similarities to the Jamesian sick soul.  The Big Book claims the 
alcoholic is a melancholic, perpetually “restless, irritable and discontented,” and he 
suffers internal divisions that make him “a real Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde.”67  The 
alcoholic can only hope for happiness and unification through a process of conversion in 
which he turns his will over to a higher power of his own choosing, which could be a 
deity or any other conception.  In Varieties, William James points to Saint Paul’s 
assertion, “What I would, that do I not, but what I hate, that I do”: what is this but the 
portrait of a deeply divided addict that wants to quit but cannot, the alcoholic that 
resolves each morning not to drink but ends the day baffled with the bottle in his hand?   
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 Alcoholism and addiction play a different role in each James novelization.  In The 
Master, Tóibín plumbs Henry James’s past for the influences that would shape his later 
novels, and he narrates James’s lonely childhood defined by an unsettled father and an 
oppressively attentive mother.  The root of the James family’s problems, Tóibín hints, is 
alcohol: Henry Senior suffers from the soul sickness of a dry alcoholic who has not yet 
been unified by a higher power, and his sickness takes its form in wanderlust and a desire 
to control others.  The entire James family exhibits predictable dysfunction as a result, 
and the fictional Henry develops issues that persist into his adulthood.  Ozick’s 
“Dictation” imagines Henry James as the victim of irresistible forces and posits that an 
author’s style may be a compulsion he cannot resist.  “Dictation” suggests Spencer 
Brydon uncannily prefigures the alcoholic who seeks unification through the twelve 
steps: his sane sober self seeks to look in the eye the unknowable drunk of his blackouts, 
and then by sharing this experience with another he seeks to change from an egotist to a 
member of a mutually-supportive community.  In The Line of Beauty addiction becomes 
most explicit in its protagonist Nick Guest’s compulsive drug use, and in his boyfriend 
Wani’s addictions to cocaine and pornography.  Nick thinks that drugs and alcohol make 
him a better reader and art critic, but Hollinghurst shows he will not be able to understand 
art until he has already achieved an inner unification. 
These three James novelizations illuminate similarities among William James’s 
sick soul, Henry James’s novels and the recovering addict, suggesting not only that the 
James brothers were visionaries of discourses that would not emerge until after their 
deaths, but also that the figure of the addict may be a useful analogy for a widespread 
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contemporary malaise.  William James writes that drugs and alcohol are the shallow 
substitute for the enriching experience of art: “To the poor and unlettered [alcohol] stands 
in the places of symphony concerts and of literature; and it is part of the deeper mystery 
and tragedy of life that whiffs and gleams of something that we might immediately 
recognize as excellent should be vouchsafed to so many of us only in the fleeting earlier 
phases of what in its totality is so degrading a poison.”68  The desire for communion with 
God, the desire for beauty in music and literature, the desire for alcohol: all of these may 
be described in the language of the sick soul, whose melancholy can only be relieved 
through its unification.  I suggest that novelizations are symptoms of a cultural void that 
resembles the spiritual void of the addict, and instead of searching for a higher power 
they search for a life-changing engagement with art. 
 
 
V. Master Narratives  
 Literary scholars have responded to James’s popularity in recent fiction with 
critical reviews of the novels that explore widespread cultural nostalgia, the 
contemporary author’s idiosyncratic interest in her predecessor, or the changing 
characterization of James from Leon Edel’s era to post-Sedgwick studies.  The growing 
number of these fictions demands critical engagement with the trend on a larger scale, 
and Wai Chee Dimock is the first to posit a theoretical approach specific to Henry James 
novelizations.  In “Weak Theory: Henry James, Colm Tóibín, and W.B. Yeats,” Dimock 
offers a wide-ranging associative reading as a model analysis, and provides a number of 
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terms for novelizations’ unique effects.  “Hosting,” Dimock suggests, occurs when a 
scene in the contemporary fiction simultaneously signifies a moment in James’s past and 
in the author’s past: for example, in The Master, James’s embarrassment at the Guy 
Domville premiere recalls Colm Tóibín’s more recent loss of the 1999 Booker Prize.69  
“The Tóibín effect” links texts rather than historical moments: for example, Tóibín’s 
focus on James’s Irish heritage spurs a return to James’s own fictions with a newly 
receptive eye for Irish references.70  Another set of terms is more methodological in 
nature.  Dimock argues that richly-allusive novelizations inspire loose, lateral networks 
of association rather than a vertical, linear logic, and that these networks may resemble a 
“cross-stitched” fabric or a “longer thread.”  Cross-stitching, envisioned as a densely-
woven fabric in which the figure can change places with the ground, means the fiction 
may simultaneously allude to history and to multiple genres of texts.  This means, in 
practical terms, that any detail in a novelization may signify differently in the context of 
different genres and different historical periods, and that each signification may take the 
spotlight in turn, as the others fade into the shadows.  Longer threads are a free play of 
associations that lead out from a textual center without the burden of theory or even logic.  
Dimock’s approach allows for an almost radical level of analytical freedom which resists 
too quickly tying up loose ends.  While it provides the opportunity for refreshing 
creativity, it also misses an important element of contemporary James novelizations. 
 A thorough account of these fictions and their significance must remain alert to 
their place and participation in larger discourses.  Dimock argues for informal, local, 
incomplete readings that challenge the sovereignty of genres and theories,71 but if we 
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follow her approach we may overlook the fact that Tóibín, Ozick and Hollinghurst all 
animate and critique large-scale systems: familial, technological and analytical, 
respectively.  More specifically, each narrative speaks to particular theoretical approaches 
and highlights a particular critical mistake.72  Taken together, they call for analysis that 
resists the extremes of sentimental identification and New Critical detachment, but they 
do not call for a dismantling of the frameworks within which these readings take place.  I 
do not offer the final word on any of these novels, nor do I leave long threads dangling.  
Instead I remember James’s advice in the Preface to Roderick Hudson: though in my 
reading “relations stop nowhere,” I nevertheless attempt to draw “the circle within which 
they shall happily appear to do so.”73 
 The opening chapter, “Living in James,” examines the desire to search for links 
between Henry James’s life and his art.  Colm Tóibín’s The Master both resists historical 
certainties and suggests that James – and his texts – cannot escape his origins.  In the 
novel, Henry James’s life from 1895 to 1900 is a bridge between the past and the future: 
moments in the narrative present evoke flashbacks to childhood origins and foreshadow 
the plots of James’s as-yet-unwritten late novels, but this queer James’s sexuality is a 
partial and problematic explanation for his aesthetic sensibility.  In clear opposition to a 
number of influential biographies, Tóibín’s Henry James is less assertive, culpable and 
courageous they suggest.  This fictional James is neither queer hero nor closeted 
equivocator: both his strengths and vulnerabilities are rooted in careful silences.  Silence 
also marks James’s self-deceptive avoidance of shame: his failure in the theatre, his 
sexuality, his Irish heritage, and most notably his family dysfunction.  A long analytical 
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thread leads to a history of alcoholism in the James family.  The Master, consistent with 
this historical context, describes family-wide patterns of behavior that the fictional Henry 
carries into his adult relationships.  The Master plants the germs of James’s late fictions, 
which bloom in The Golden Bowl, that tightly-enclosed drama of family deception.  The 
Ververs exhibit the classic dysfunctions of an alcoholic family, and the power of the 
pattern draws previously-healthy characters into its web.  Bob Assingham, the Prince, 
and Charlotte blur their boundaries with the Ververs and adopt a family culture of fear.  
The Master un-writes an anachronistic biographical narrative and replaces it with a 
morally neutral, indeterminate fiction, but it nevertheless suggests that life is the key to 
unlock art. 
 The second chapter, “Speaking in James,” challenges the author’s sovereignty 
over the text by suggesting that the cultural forces of technology, pedagogy and family 
culture also shape style and content.  James’s act of composition, which in The Master is 
shaped by the author’s family psychology, is now shaped by its mode of production.  Just 
as Tóibín’s James family has an irresistible attraction, Cynthia Ozick’s James loves the 
technology that stands between him and his text.  Ozick’s “Dictation” imagines James 
dictating The Jolly Corner to his amanuensis Theodora Bosanquet at the Remington 
typewriter.  In this alternate history Bosanquet undermines James’s authority over the 
printed text by inserting an alien passage, which James never detects.  The novella is 
interested in the ways modes of production shape style, but it resists arguing for 
technological determinism. The tale’s double, The Jolly Corner, offers a model of 
authorship that illustrates the indeterminate and contradictory influences on the literary 
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text.  One source of James’s gothic tale was a dream that he was chasing an apparition 
through the Louvre, and in Leon Edel’s Freudian reading Henry’s double is his brother 
and rival, William.  William and Henry debated the relative merits of their personal styles 
and each attempted to take control of the other’s.  In these historical and literary 
narratives the hunter can become the hunted, and the medium can become the writer.  
Alice Staverton is at once a disempowered female telepath whose mind is the blank sheet 
on which Spencer Brydon writes his image of the ghost, and at the same time she is 
arguably the ghost’s author herself.  The tale’s fantastic genre, offering plausible natural 
and supernatural readings, suggests that the mind is simultaneously intact and multiple: 
James’s authorship is autonomous, and it is also determined by outside forces.   
In the third chapter, “Trading in James,” I consider the relationship between 
contemporary novelizations and formal literary scholarship on Henry James, and what 
role the fictions might play in academic discourse.  Alan Hollinghurst suggests the stakes 
are high: misuse of the humanities may lead to embarrassment and conflict, but a proper 
understanding may lead to the unification of the divided consciousness.  In The Line of 
Beauty, Nick Guest tries to capitalize on his Henry James expertise in academic, social 
and commercial contexts but in each case he fails.  He searches for acceptance in the 
families of three beloved men, but each family suffers from a characteristic dysfunction 
that manifests as a form of misreading, which ultimately leads to Nick’s alienation.  Both 
Nick and his parallel Fleda Vetch want to be appreciated by likeminded aesthetes and to 
curate the luxurious possessions of the rich.  Neither succeed, both because they are 
disappointed by their idols and because they are divided against themselves.  They both 
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suffer from what William James describes as a “sick soul”: split into an acting self that 
feels and into a judging self that schemes for approval.  Nick and Fleda are both so 
concerned with appearances and so hungry for approval that they accept mistreatment 
from others and realize only too late what they desire.  The ends of both novels raise the 
possibility that the proper relationship to the arts may be redemptive, allowing finally for 
intimacy, but they offer no guarantee. 
 In each case a fragile and complex creative consciousness struggles against an 
oppressive force, but all three novelizations agree on a surprisingly optimistic vision: art 
is the highest value, a redemptive religion that may allow the individual to transcend or 
connect.  Art is made possible by and within those controlling systems, and art can help 
illuminate them.  Henry James knew this.  In his life, in his fiction, and in his posthumous 
legacy, the perpetually unknowable and tantalizingly queer James serves as our 
contemporary guide in a search for literature’s continuing relevance.   
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Living in James:   
Colm Tóibín’s The Master and The Golden Bowl 
 
 “It’s called The Master.  I hope everyone 
realizes that’s slightly ironic.” 
   -Colm Tóibín74 
 
“It’s funny the way certain DNA hits upon 
certain literary forms.  It’s very much bound 
up with the quality of a sensibility.” 
-Colm Tóibín75 
 
 
In April 1934 Hound and Horn published a Henry James issue with contributions 
from Marianne Moore, Edmund Wilson, R.P. Blackmur and others, which revived 
flagging scholarly interest in James.76  In November 1934 Ebby T. sat down across the 
kitchen table from Bill W. at 182 Clinton Street in Brooklyn and told his friend how he 
had found relief from alcoholism; their meeting marks the birth of Alcoholics 
Anonymous.  Ten years later Harvard University celebrated the centenary of James’s 
birth; that year, F.O. Matthiessen taught the first university class on James and published 
the influential Henry James: The Major Phase.  Matthiessen’s attitude toward James was 
conflicted, and he also suffered internal conflict as a closeted gay man in the first half of 
the twentieth century; Colm Tóibín has written of the division apparent in Matthiessen’s 
writing: the free and openly gay voice of his journals and letters, and the brilliant voice of 
his critical work, which reveals a fear of homosexuality.77  What do these three moments 
have in common?  The Hound and Horn issue and Henry James: The Major Phase both 
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participate in the fraught myth-making of Henry James the Master against the backdrop 
of ambivalent scholarly trends.  Matthiessen’s private life illustrates the deep silence and 
shame surrounding his sexuality and highlights the cost of any attempt to detach one’s 
deepest desires from one’s writing.  Ebby’s meeting with Bill mirrors Matthiessen’s 
experience through the secrecy and shame surrounding alcoholism.  Henry James was not 
only a gay man but also the grandson, son, brother, uncle, and grand-uncle of alcoholics; 
his experiences of shame and secrecy affected his fiction in ways that ensured an 
ambivalent response from professional literary scholars and lay readers. 
 Colm Tóibín’s 2004 novel The Master sutures these threads in fictional form: a 
make-believe version of James’s life from 1895 to 1900.  The novel appeals to the 
nonprofessional lay reader who recognizes James’s cultural heft but lacks the patience to 
tolerate his prose.  Such a reader, drawn to a Master refashioned as approachable cultural 
capital, will find not only literary pleasures but a guide to appreciate the difficult late 
fiction.  What is required is a recognition of character traits common to James and his 
creations: both display signs of offspring raised by addicts. While The Master is not 
propaganda – its subject is frustrating and frustrated – it counsels understanding and 
patience.  By tracing these patterns in The Master, I provide a fresh paradigm for 
approaching James and offer a new reading of The Golden Bowl, in which the Ververs’ 
family dysfunction seduces and converts healthy outsiders. 
 To the professional James scholar, The Master offers an uncanny vision of Henry 
James, both recognizable and unfamiliar.  Tóibín relies heavily on scholarly biography 
but challenges each biographer’s characterization of James as ambitious, dignified and 
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self-possessed.  Lyndall Gordon’s A Private Life of Henry James: Two Women and his 
Art, Sheldon Novick’s Henry James: The Young Master, and Leon Edel’s five-volume 
Henry James biography78 were particularly influential, and this chapter will address how 
Tóibín extends and defies their characterizations.  The Master builds upon recent James 
scholarship as well, animating the “other,” gay Henry James that took shape in recent 
decades in the scholarship of John Carlos Rowe, Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick and many 
others.  Though James’s sexuality is fundamental to his appeal as a fictional subject and 
to his characterization in Tóibín’s novel, The Master makes three implicit arguments in 
relation to earlier scholarship.  First, the novel’s striking use of silence warns us against 
well-intentioned anachronism making James a hero in a narrative of queer history that did 
not yet exist.  Second, Tóibín places James’s sexuality into a broader context, suggesting 
it is not his defining feature.  Tóibín re-contextualizes the discussion in a language of 
shame that encompasses James’s sexuality but also his body, his Irish heritage, and his 
other relationships.  Similarly, Tóibín turns away from popular Freudian characterizations 
of the James family as a clash of titans (as Henry struggles with Henry Senior or 
William) and toward a broader view of the Jameses as a web of interconnected and 
dynamic relationships that do not orbit around any one person, no matter his intellect or 
fame. 
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I.  Tóibín and the Biographers 
The Master’s third person voice is filtered through the central consciousness of 
Tóibín’s fictionalized James, but in spite of his central position James sinks back into the 
social network that surrounds him.  Tóibín’s James is more damaged than Lyndall 
Gordon’s, less daring than Sheldon Novick’s and less self-aware than Leon Edel’s.  
Shyness is his defining feature, running deeper than his heritage or his sexuality.  The 
Master diffuses the master-myth and achieves biographical neutrality, asking the reader 
to postpone judgment indefinitely. 
In “A More Elaborate Web: Becoming Henry James,” Colm Tóibín explains why 
fiction allows him to achieve a level of neutrality impossible in scholarly biographies like 
Lyndall Gordon’s A Private Life of Henry James: Two Women and His Art.  He writes 
that Gordon, along with Leon Edel, is one of the most brilliant interpreters of James’s 
life,79 but he resists her argument; in fact, his discomfort helped generate The Master.  He 
felt himself struggling against her claim that James was to blame in his relationships with 
Minny Temple and Constance Fenimore Woolson, but rather than writing a rebuttal in 
which James is the victim, Tóibín imagined the creative potential of a neutral approach.  
He knew that readers cannot help searching out the sometimes subtle prejudices guiding a 
text and then judging its characters accordingly, but he set a challenge for himself: 
“James, here, could be both good and bad to the extent that neither of those words could 
mean anything… what if James were innocent too, or if such a term could be rendered 
meaningless by the careful application of slow detail?”80  Tóibín suggests fiction has the 
power to postpone the reader’s judgment in a way that biography does not, even though 
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the latter is beholden to presumably neutral facts.  He points to two differences between 
his prose style and Gordon’s: a shift from Temple’s and Woolson’s perspectives to 
James’s, and the accumulation of detail in the absence of analysis. 
 Parallel scenes from Gordon’s biography and The Master show what Tóibín 
means when he suggests neutrality is a matter of style.  The first paragraph of A Private 
Life of Henry James narrates an event that provides one of the most memorable passages 
of The Master.  Here is Gordon’s version of the scene: 
In April 1894, a middle-aged gentleman, bearing a load of dresses, was 
rowed to the deepest part of the Venetian lagoon.  A strange scene 
followed:  he began to drown the dresses, one by one.  There were a good 
many, well-made, tasteful, and all dark, suggesting a lady of quiet habits 
and some reserve.  The gondolier’s pole would have been useful for 
pushing them under the still water.  But the dresses refused to drown.  One 
by one they rose to the surface, their busts and sleeves swelling like black 
balloons.  Purposefully, the gentleman pushed them under, but silent, 
reproachful, they rose before his eyes. 
The dresses belonged to a writer, widely read at the time, called 
Constance Fenimore Woolson.81 
 
At the end is the glimmer of Gordon’s thesis: her careful reader will wonder why the 
dresses are “silent, reproachful,” and what the “purposeful” man in the gondola did that 
deserves reproach from the lady “of quiet habits and some reserve.” 
 Tóibín’s fictionalized version of the same event swells to a much greater length 
(we can almost hear William James’s oft-quoted admonition to Henry, to “Say it out, for 
God’s sake.”82): 
When they caught each other’s eye and Tito intimated that Henry should 
begin their grim task, Henry shook his head.  They might as well have 
been carrying her body, he thought, to lift and drop her from the boat, let 
her sink into the water.  Tito continued to circle a small area, and on 
seeing that Henry would not move, he smiled in mild rebuke and 
50 
 
 
 
exasperation and laid down the pole until the gondola began to rock gently 
in the calm water.  Before he reached for the first dress, Tito blessed 
himself and then he laid the garment on the water as though the water 
were a bed, as though the dress’s owner were preparing for an outing and 
would shortly come into the room.  Both men watched the color of the 
material darken and then the dress began to sink.  Tito placed a second and 
then a third, each time tenderly on the water, and then continued, working 
with a slow set of peaceful gestures, shaking his head as they floated away 
each time, moving his lips at intervals in prayer.  Henry watched but did 
not move… 
 It was only when Tito reached to lift the pole that both of them at 
the same time caught sight of a black shape in the water less than ten yards 
away and Tito cried out. 
 In the gathering dusk it appeared as though a seal or some dark, 
rounded object from the deep had appeared on the surface of the water.  
Tito took the pole in both hands as if to defend himself.  And then Henry 
saw what it was.  Some of the dresses had floated to the surface again like 
black balloons, evidence of the strange sea burial they had just enacted, 
their arms and bellies bloated with water… Tito had already moved the 
gondola towards the buoyant material; Henry watched as he worked at it 
with the pole, pushing the ballooning dress under the surface and holding 
it there, then moving his attention to another dress which had partially 
resurfaced, pushing that under again, working with ferocious strength and 
determination.  He did not cease pushing, prodding, sinking each dress and 
then moving on to another.  Finally, he scanned the water to make sure 
that no more had reappeared, but all of them seemed to have remained 
under the surface of the dark water.  Then one swelled up suddenly some 
feet from him. 
 “Leave it!” Henry shouted. 
 But Tito moved towards it, and blessing himself once more, he 
found its center with the pole and pushed down, nodding to Henry as he 
held it there to say that their work was done.83 
 
Tóibín has borrowed Gordon’s “black balloons” to describe the floating dresses, but the 
similarities end there: the most important differences relate to the fundamentally different 
Henry James in each passage.  Gordon’s strong-willed James “purposefully” pushes the 
dresses underwater.  Over and over, Tóibín stresses that his James is passive, incapable of 
participating.  When James does perform active voice verbs they are either verbs of 
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observation such as “saw” or “watched” or “noticed,” or verbs of stillness and resistance: 
“Henry shook his head”; “Henry would not move”; “Henry watched but did not move”; 
and then the climax, “’Leave it!’ Henry shouted.”  Tóibín’s invented gondolier Tito is the 
active figure: rowing, drowning the dresses, re-submerging them, making decisions.  
Now we see what Tóibín means when he wonders “if such a term [‘innocent’] could also 
be rendered meaningless by the careful application of slow detail.”  In Tóibín’s telling, 
James fights an obscure internal battle.  He is not active as in Gordon, but nor is he 
passive out of apathy or snobbishness.  He feels too much; his passivity operates at a very 
high pitch, as we see when he cries out in spite of himself.  Tóibín’s dense layering of 
appositive modifiers and his use of melodramatic, almost cinematic imagery (“[t]hey 
might as well have been carrying her body… to lift her and drop her from the boat, let her 
sink into the water”) suggest James’s fear of emotional exposure makes it impossible for 
him to act.  Tóibín’s James does not do the right thing, but the exact nature of his liability 
is more ambiguous than it is in Gordon. 
 Tóibín  does not suggest, as Gordon does, that scenes like these illustrate a failing 
on James’s part, but rather that James participates in a widespread pattern of behavior in 
which many other characters also take part.  Tóibín’s self-aware James does struggle with 
the fall-out from his passivity, but he has acted no differently than his alleged victims.  In 
the novel, James faces planned confrontations from Oliver Wendell Holmes Jr., who 
blames James for Minny Temple’s death, and from Lily Norton, who blames him for 
Constance Fenimore Woolson’s suicide.84  Tóibín’s James loves both Minny and 
Fenimore (as he calls her), but his admiration is outweighed by a deep fear that the 
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women threaten his independence.  Tóibín’s James refuses to let his ill cousin join him in 
Rome because he fears the impressions he gathers would be mediated through her 
irresistible perspective rather than his own.85  His fear of Fenimore is more practical, that 
her sympathies and “conspiracies” might draw him into a web of social commitments that 
would obliterate his autonomy.86  In response to these threats, Tóibín’s James does not 
say “no”: he says nothing.  After the fictional Holmes confronts him, James re-reads 
Minny’s letters and reflects on his failure to acknowledge her veiled requests; he notes 
that there was silence on both sides of their correspondence: she never asked him directly 
if she could join him, so he never had to refuse her directly.  He thinks if she had insisted 
he would have done anything necessary – short of confronting her – to avoid seeing her 
in Rome.87  But she does not insist.  His dynamic with Fenimore is the same: “She had 
been subtle enough and nervous enough to make her demands silently...  He now had to 
face the idea that he, in turn, had sent her powerful and subtle signals of his need for 
her.”88  Whenever Fenimore began to respond warmly to his signal of need, James would 
withdraw from her until she understood the limits of their intimacy.  His retreat is not a 
calculated cruelty but an instinct for self-preservation, the return to “a place whose safety 
he needed as desperately as he needed her involvement with him.”89  The drama between 
them plays out in silent demands, subtle signals and a quiet withdrawal.  Fenimore asks 
for nothing and James rejects nothing, but he knows he is somehow culpable.  Tóibín’s 
Henry, Minny and Fenimore all play by the same rules – implying rather than asking, 
ignoring rather than rejecting.  James’s guilt or innocence may not quite be “rendered 
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meaningless,” but all parties are implicated in the pattern, and James’s crime is a lack of 
action. 
Tóibín’s characterization of a passive and avoidant Henry James recalls and 
addresses one of the most common criticisms of the late style.  E.M. Forster expresses it 
best when he writes that James’s fictional characters 
are incapable of fun, of rapid motion, of carnality and of nine-tenths of 
heroism.  Their clothes will not take off, the diseases that ravage them are 
anonymous, like the sources of their income, their servants are noiseless or 
resemble themselves, no social explanation of the world we know is 
possible for them, for there are not stupid people in their world, no barriers 
of language and no poor.  Even their sensations are limited.  They can land 
in Europe and look at works of art and at each other, but that is all.  
Maimed creatures can alone breathe in Henry James’s pages – maimed yet 
specialized.  They remind one of the exquisite deformities who haunted 
Egyptian art in the reign of Akhenaton – huge heads and tiny legs, but 
nevertheless charming.90 
 
The same sentiment has appeared consistently in criticism since James’s lifetime.  The 
argument, in brief, is that James’s fiction is so detached from the real experience of living 
that it seems perverse or pathological.91  These complaints conflate James with his 
fiction, implying that if James’s characters are elitist or disengaged their creator must be 
the same.  In his 2012 collection, New Ways to Kill Your Mother: Writers and their 
Families, Tóibín stresses that historical figures and fictional characters are fundamentally 
different in kind: “A novel is a set of strategies, closer to something in mathematics or 
quantum physics than something in ethics or sociology.”92  The Master is a free space 
outside criticism, in which the reader can intimately identify with Tóibín’s James as 
fictional character before she steps back to consider biography and scholarship about the 
historical James. 
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Tóibín-the-critic reminds us to treat a novel like mathematics, but Tóibín-the-
reader knows that the pleasure of a novel comes from identification with the characters.  
Remembering his first immersion in Henry James, Tóibín writes about the effect of the 
third person intimate, how it felt when his own consciousness was drawn into the 
perspective of the mediating central consciousness until he could barely tell them apart.93  
Part of what Tóibín offers his reader is an almost-illicit intimacy with the author that New 
Criticism killed, a joining of character’s and reader’s sensibilities that presupposes we 
can imagine James’s experience.  This sentimental assumption is at odds with some 
critical readings of how James handles consciousness in his fiction.  If critics had only 
accused James of writing about a limited group of people or about limited characteristics, 
perhaps Tóibín’s accumulation of neutral detail would be an adequate response, arguing 
for the complexity of the creator and suggesting the complexity of his creations in turn.  
But critics argue not simply that James’s approach is too narrow a view of the 
conventional subject, but that he throws open the very question of subjectivity.   
Ross Posnock argues that Henry James Senior’s theological lessons in abjection 
freed both Henry and William to question the liberal notion of the autonomous and 
willful self, and to explore other conceptions.94  The Golden Bowl offers one of James’s 
fictional exploration of identity.  Omri Moses argues readers find it difficult to relate to 
Maggie Verver and her kind because James’s characters lack a consistent identity defined 
by “inherited traits” or “formative events,” but are radically situational: permeable 
characters that lack a center, constantly changing in response to their environments.95  I 
grant that James’s characters are permeable, but their fuzzy boundaries occur predictably 
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in response to the shame and fear that define them.  I disagree with Moses and argue that 
James’s late characters are linked inexorably to formative family patterns.   
My claim marks a shift from the prevailing view of James’s own defining 
characteristic: in recent decades identity politics has suggested that James’s sexuality is 
the foundation of his psychological consistency.  Critical interest in this area of James’s 
biography yields two sometimes-inconsistent approaches.  Queer theory tends to revel in 
the indeterminacy of James’s language and the ambiguities it can create, while gay 
studies  prefers to focus on a “depth approach” that searches for clearer patterns of gay 
desire in James’s fiction.96  Colm Tóibín’s approach to Henry James follows a depth 
model that links James’s writing to events in his life, and the novel does betray an interest 
in the author’s sexuality, but it actively resists the temptation to offer clear answers and 
explanations; The Master draws links between life and fiction through repeating patterns 
of silence and ambiguity that implicate not only James’s sexuality narrowly but his 
participation in a more widespread culture of shame.  The foundation of the fictional 
James’s identity is made of absences: the absence of reciprocal recognition from the 
other, the absence of the clearly-articulated secret, the absence of assertive speech or 
action.  These defining absences are not Henry James’s artistic idiosyncrasies but, as we 
have already seen, a trait that unites the James family and some of their closest friends.  
The same state of affairs is at work in The Golden Bowl, as Sharon Cameron points out 
when she says of Maggie and the Prince that “separation is the state that they are 
represented as sharing,” or that “what is between them is the implicitly agreed upon terms 
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of their isolation.”97  A frank conversation would drive them apart, so they can only 
maintain their intimacy by preserving the distance between them. 
Many of James’s characters conceal potentially explosive secrets: Madame Merle, 
Merton Densher, Chad Newsome and Charlotte Stant are some examples.98  In “Henry 
James in Ireland,” Tóibín suggests James does the same; he uses James’s hidden 
sexuality as an analogy to explain the author’s shame about his family’s Irish heritage, 
but suggests the nuanced manipulation of information is a more deeply defining trait than 
its surface manifestations in either sexuality or nation.  The Master foregrounds Henry 
James’s Irish heritage, which interests Tóibín for many of the same reasons that James’s 
gay desire interests him.  Of course, the James family’s heritage was out of the closet 
from the beginning, and Tóibín’s essay collects anecdotal evidence of how central it was 
to others’ conceptions of the historical James family.  For example, Oliver Wendell 
Holmes recalled the family’s “general go-as-you-please but demand-nothing, apotheotic 
Irishry” and said that if one wants to understand the two eldest James siblings “one must 
remember their Irish blood.”99  Ralph Waldo Emerson’s son Edward, describing James 
family dinners, said “In their speech singularly mature and picturesque, as well as 
vehement, the Gaelic (Irish) element in their descent always showed.”100  Tóibín points 
out that the connotation of “Irish” changed from William James Senior’s lifetime, when 
his heritage was a point of pride he wished recorded on his tombstone, to Henry Junior’s 
childhood when Irish immigrants made the word synonymous with poverty.101  By 
adulthood, Henry James had distanced himself from his Irish heritage.  The move to 
England helped, for while his childhood friends would always think of the James family 
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as Irish, his new acquaintances simply thought of him as an American.102  Tóibín 
suggests James wanted to fool himself as much as others.  In A Small Boy and Others 
(1913), James reported with warmth and gratitude that his grandmother Catherine Barber 
had two English parents and passed her English blood down to his own generation, in 
spite of the fact that both of Catherine Barber’s parents were Irish and, as Tóibín puts it, 
James “did not have a drop of English blood.”103 
Tóibín’s fictional treatment of James’s Irish heritage participates in the same 
project as his treatment of James’s sexuality: both illuminate a defining shame that both 
causes James pain and potentially empowers him.  In the early chapters of The Master 
Tóibín narrates the trip to Ireland James took after the failure of Guy Domville.104  Henry 
is clearly more sensitive about his heritage than his siblings; as he sits silently through ill-
informed imperialist dinner conversations he wonders what the more outspoken Alice 
and William would say about Ireland’s shocking poverty if they were there.105  But James 
has no strong words for his English hosts and would prefer to avoid discussing his Irish 
relatives.  When this becomes impossible, his exposed secret does not explode: it initiates 
a nuanced play for power, in which one controls others not only by controlling 
information, but by controlling one’s self.   
Tóibín highlights the threat of shaming exposure during a dinner party, when the 
ambitious Mr. Webster makes a scene.  Mr. Webster presses James repeatedly, 
demanding whether the author will be visiting his Irish relatives during his stay.  James 
replies coolly, but his interlocutor, enjoying the sound of his own voice, asks their hostess 
Lady Wolseley to confirm that the James family seat is Bailieborough in County Cavan.  
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James looks down the table to see “Lady Wolseley blushing and keeping her eyes from 
him.”106  As Lady Wolseley presents the classic shame-affect of lowered gaze and 
flushed skin, she betrays a double shame: on her own behalf for adultery and gossiping, 
and on James’s behalf for his Irish blood.  Mr. Webster can only possess this knowledge 
because Lady Wolseley had told it to him, so at the same moment he chooses to expose 
James’s secret he also reveals the inappropriate level of intimacy between himself and his 
married hostess.  In this complex moment of discomfort Lady Wolseley draws away from 
James in response to failings on both sides, and her behavior makes her the vulnerable 
figure.  James purposefully uses the shame affect to control the scene.  First “He looked 
at [Lady Wolseley] and no one else before turning to Lord Wolseley and speaking 
softly,” and then the men “studiously ignored the other end of the table.”107 Lady 
Wolseley avoids Henry’s gaze out of embarrassment, but Henry avoids her gaze to inflict 
punishment.  Though the Irish reference hurts him he is also a skilled enough manipulator 
to wield silence as power.108   
 The Master is suffused with shame in all its guises: as a motivation for secrecy, an 
unwilling reaction to exposure, a symptom of empathy or a weapon to wound.  Eve 
Kosofsky Sedgwick has linked James’s shame to deeply-closeted gayness that in the 
1950s would have simply been called “shyness,” but when she suggests he may belong to 
a group of people whose “sense of identity is tuned more durably to the note of shame,” 
she is talking about a trait that lies deeper than sexuality.  For this group, shame pre-
exists “race, gender, class, sexuality, appearance and ableness” and provides a catalyzing 
space to form their particular expressions.109  Perhaps James’s unique form of shyness is 
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his most defining feature, though his sexuality has gotten much more press.  In The 
Master, James’s shyness is the foundation beneath the surface manifestations of 
homosexuality and Irishness.  But fundamental shyness is only one type of shame.  In the 
scene above, when Mr. Webster brings up James’s heritage he is shamed by James, while 
Lady Wolseley feels shame for James.  Sedgwick distinguishes these two manifestations: 
in the first an individual takes a risk and exposes himself to rejection or neglect from the 
other, and in the second an individual feels someone else’s embarrassment and responds 
by rejecting the offensive other and isolating himself.110  Both manifestations of shame 
are uncomfortable, and both allow the character to clarify the boundary between his own 
experience and others’.  The difference between them – one active, one passive – points 
to the shameful secret as a dynamic site that can be both a source of power and a source 
of vulnerability. 
 Sedgwick and Tóibín are drawn to Henry James for similar reasons, but they 
characterize him very differently.  Sedgwick’s James is shy but also brave, willing to 
expose himself repeatedly to assertive, identity-forging shame: Sedgwick points out his 
public humiliation at the premiere of Guy Domville, the event that Tóibín chooses as the 
opening drama of The Master, as well as the New York Edition’s failure to attract 
commercial interest.111  To explain this category, Sedgwick lists examples of queer 
shame-inducing acts that are difficult to align with a vision of the secretive Master, 
especially once we have seen Tóibín’s version; she writes of “butch abjection, 
femmitude, leather, pride, SM, drag, musicality, fisting, attitude, zines, histrionicism, 
asceticism, Snap! culture, diva worship, florid religiousity, in a word, flaming… and 
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activism.”112  These performative gestures seem absolutely alien to the reserved James, 
but they do resonate when we think of another writer of James’s generation, also living in 
London, also gay, also of Irish descent: Oscar Wilde.  Sedgwick may be indulging in 
wishful thinking – and perhaps projection – if she claims that James is a queer hero. 
 Sedgwick and others argue for James’s place on a timeline of gay literary history 
by suggesting that the apparent absence of same-sex desires in his fiction is evidence of 
their presence.  In “The Beast in the Closet: James and the Writing of Homosexual 
Panic,” Sedgwick equates the rhetorical use of preterition, or the passing over of a topic, 
with the love that dare not speak its name.113  In some of his nonfiction writing Tóibín 
seems to agree with Sedgwick’s approach; he writes for example that “The Beast in the 
Jungle” gains emotional force when the reader knows about James’s life, and he agrees 
with Edel’s assessment that “In all his work, there is no tale written with greater 
investment of personal emotion.”114  Within James’s story, however, the absence of 
reference is not enough to prove the presence of gay desire – to make the leap readers 
must blur the line between Henry James and his characters.  It may seem surprising, then, 
that in a fictional project that offers a free space to explore connections between life and 
art, Tóibín chooses not to narrate James’s sexual life, real or imagined, in great detail.   
The frustrating passivity of The Master’s fictional James attests to Tóibín’s belief 
that some historical and literary gaps must remain gaps, but he certainly sympathizes with 
Sedgwick’s impulse.  In his history of gay literature, Love in a Dark Time and Other 
Explorations of Gay Lives and Literature (2001), Tóibín considers why we are so 
tempted to read James’s sexuality into his fiction, and why it remains impossible to do so.  
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Acknowledging James’s sexuality is one important step toward understanding the man 
and his work, it helps contemporary readers identify with a challenging writer, and, most 
importantly for Tóibín, it helps build an historical narrative of gay literary lives.  Tóibín 
explains that while Jewish people or Catholics in Northern Ireland can deal with their 
oppression by drawing upon a shared cultural and literary history, every gay person must 
build a heritage on his own.115  Tóibín uses F.O. Matthiessen as a representative case, a 
closeted man struggling to build a sense of himself and a sense of community in the early 
twentieth century.  He writes of Matthiessen and his lover Russell Cheney, that in the 
absence of a literary tradition they clung fast to the works that spoke clearly to their 
experience, such as Whitman’s explicitly gay love poetry.116  Matthiessen reflects in a 
letter to Cheney, “Of course this life of ours is entirely new – neither of us knows a 
parallel case.  We stand in the middle of an uncharted, uninhabited country.  That there 
have been other unions like ours is obvious, but we are unable to draw on their 
experience.  We must create everything for ourselves.  And creation is never easy.”117  In 
Love in a Dark Time, Tóibín settles this “uninhabited country” with a rich community of 
writers including Oscar Wilde, Thomas Mann, Elizabeth Bishop, James Baldwin and 
many others.  Henry James makes an appearance, of course (Tóibín now challenges 
Cynthia Ozick for the title of most-James-obsessed writer), but only in the introduction; 
Tóibín places James on the periphery.  As a gay writer James belongs, but something is 
missing.  Tóibín muses that critics insist on searching for evidence of James’s sexuality 
in his stories, but that the stories refuse to yield.118   
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James’s fictions may resist being put to political uses, but Tóibín is fascinated by 
James’s experience because it illustrates in its own quiet way the inherent drama of the 
gay man’s life.  In a 2003 interview with Richard Canning, Tóibín explains that if a gay 
man lives in a repressive culture, his story is dramatic by definition: he must live two 
lives and must carefully negotiate even his most mundane relationships.119  Part of the 
narrative appeal is the inherent sexuality of secrecy: even if the concealed information is 
dull, the act of concealment itself is sexy – the appeal of James’s biography is evidence 
of this phenomenon.  But there is more to the appeal than concealment: Tóibín has mixed 
feelings about gay writing’s “tendency to deal in the tragic and unfulfilled.”120  He cannot 
help but feel that while it may be heroic and politically correct to write a happy ending 
for a gay couple (as E.M. Forster does in Maurice), that sort of story fails to fulfill a dark 
emotional truth. 121  He is torn between these choices, preferring the tales of struggle and 
secrecy and the unhappy endings, but feeling guilty for doing so.  When Tóibín explains 
why he likes Thom Gunn’s collection of poems The Man with Night Sweats, he must add 
the disclaimer, “they satisfy in me an urge to have gay lives represented as tragic, an urge 
which I know I should repress.”122  How interesting that Tóibín feels that his taste, which 
is at least in part his reaction to systemic repression, is something else he must repress.  
James’s life story provides both elements to which Tóibín is drawn: it illuminates the 
tragedy of the author’s loneliness, as Sedgwick calls it, “the loss, not of particular objects 
of desire, but of proscribed desires themselves,”123 and it dramatizes secrecy in a hostile 
environment: a secret buried so deep that even James may not know it. 
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James’s self-conception in the late 1800s would have been quite different from 
Matthiessen’s in the 1940s, let alone Tóibín’s in the 2010s.  In fact, James lived through a 
dynamic period in the re-definition of homosexuality. Michel Foucault argues 
homosexuality was born in 1870, with the conceptual transition from occasional acts of 
sodomy to a new medical view of homosexuality as an all-encompassing nature.124  
Tóibín has speculated the year might be 1886, when the indecency law was passed.125  
We might also reasonably argue 1895, the year of the Wilde trials, the year with which 
Tóibín opens The Master, is the birth year of homosexuality.  With the transition of 
homosexuality from act to character, a celibate man with gay desires transitions from an 
innocent to a guilty party.  For the first thirty to fifty years of his life, James may have 
thought as long as he did not act on his desires he was in the clear; Matthiessen, born in 
1902, was shaped by a conception that made it logical to accept his desire as a permanent, 
defining characteristic, even if he kept it secret.  As a result James wasn’t closeted in the 
same way Matthiessen was; that language suggests the secrets in his closet were better 
defined.  The drama Tóibín suggests in The Master is James living his orderly life over 
an abyss of fear, trying to avoid unnameable feelings. 
Perhaps the most striking characteristic of Tóibín’s James is his silence, 126 which 
is sometimes an instance of preterition as he passes over and conceals a secret, but which 
signifies in many other ways throughout the novel.  We have already seen James wield 
his silence as power, shaming Mr. Webster, and his silence can also be a vehicle for 
tenderness.  Even James’s imagination is sometimes characterized by an echoing silence, 
not because James lacks thoughts or feelings but because he lacks the vocabulary to 
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articulate them, or because they are so overwhelming they exceed language.127  The 
novel’s silence and restraint acknowledge that a contemporary audience cannot 
understand what James’s conception of his sexuality would have been.  In Love in a Dark 
Time, Tóibín writes that it is very difficult to avoid anachronism when considering the 
history of gay literature.  He offers examples of how the present moment may make 
unreasonable demands of the past: “Why didn’t Thomas Mann come out?  Why didn’t 
Forster publish Maurice in 1914, when he wrote it?  Why didn’t the American critic F.O. 
Mathiessen write a history of gay American writing?”128  Tóibín recognizes that he shares 
this tendency to search for identification and continuity with the past, so he is particularly 
careful as he creates his fictional James.  Though the reader may wish this James’s secret 
mental life were a bit bolder, such an attitude would have been uncharacteristic for a man 
like James at that time. 
 Though Tóibín is conflicted, he prefers accuracy to political correctness, as 
becomes clear through comparison to another James biography.  Tóibín’s fictional 
depiction of James is arguably more conservative than Sheldon Novick’s 1997 James 
biography The Young Master.  In a review of Novick’s follow-up 2007 biography The 
Mature Master, Tóibín suggests the biographer’s fatal flaw is that he cannot detach from 
his own experience as a gay man: “Novick, like many biographers who are good and 
decent people, would like his subject to be good and decent too, causing this reader, at 
times, to laugh out loud.  He seems to feel that it might have been better had James taken 
part in some contemporary version of the Stonewall riots and the March on 
Washington.”129  Not only were such political statements impossible in James’s time, but 
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Tóibín suggests that James in particular was not “good and decent” – not brave enough to 
take a stand as some of his generation did.  Tóibín’s review expresses skepticism about 
one of Novick’s most infamous claims; here is the passage from Novick’s The Young 
Master: 
In that epochal spring, in a rooming house in Cambridge and in his own 
shuttered room in Ashburton Place, Harry performed his first acts of love.  
Years later, while on a visit to America, he recorded the memory in his 
journal: 
How can I speak of Cambridge at all… The point for me (for fatal, 
for impossible, expansion) is that I knew there, had there, in the 
ghostly old C. that I sit and write of here by the strange Pacific on 
the other side of the continent, l’initiation premiere (the divine, the 
unique), there and in Ashburton Place… ah, the “epoch making” 
weeks of the spring of 1865! 
It was his first initiation, the premier, his “prime,” as he was to say 
discreetly, so many years later, in his cosmopolitan English.  In a secret 
act, in a private place, his long passivity ended.130 
 
Tóibín’s review quotes James’s journal entry at greater length, suggesting that Novick is 
filtering the evidence in favor of his preconceived argument.  Tóibín adds more of 
James’s passage: 
Ah, the “epoch making” weeks of the spring of 1865!  Something – some 
fine, superfine, supersubtle mystic breath that may come in perhaps… Ah, 
that pathetic, heroic little personal prime of my own… of the unforgettable 
gropings and findings and sufferings and strivings and play of sensibility 
and inward passion there.  The hours, the moments, the days, come back 
to me… particular little thrills and throbs and daydreams there.131 
 
The passage Novick chooses to include does sound sexual, but its continuation seems 
consistent with Tóibín’s reading: that the entry records James’s earliest memories of 
writing fiction, the first time he sensed his power and felt his style, which he remembers 
in a mode of “pure sensuality.”132  It strikes Tóibín as perfectly natural that a novelist 
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would use this language to discuss his writing, but he stresses that he cannot be sure what 
the entry means.  Nor can I.  But it does seem suspect when Novick plucks out the single 
word “prime,” detached from its redundant qualifiers “personal prime of my own.”  
Similarly, the term “inward passion” complicates a straightforward reading of sexual 
deflowering. 
 Novick goes on to speculate about the details of James’s “first acts of love,” 
saying that James felt compelled to leave clues about his sexual partner, whom Novick 
suggests was Oliver Wendell Holmes, Jr.133  There is some suggestion in the historical 
record that this might be true.  In July 1865, James and Holmes visited James’s cousins, 
the Temple girls, and because there were not enough rooms available, the two young men 
had to share a bed on the first night of their stay.  Surprisingly, perhaps, Novick simply 
provides the letters from James to Holmes explaining the situation, without speculating 
much about what happened in their shared bed.  He does, however, suggest the trip fit 
into a pattern of James “making the best of the patent limitations on his relationship with 
Holmes,”134 implying James was lovesick and yearning. 
 In The Master, Colm Tóibín imagines what that single night might have been like.  
His narrative characterizes James as a gay man in his historical moment, but it also 
illuminates the unique nature of James’s sensibility.  While Novick claims that James’s 
“long passivity ended” when he lost his virginity, Tóibín neither explicitly narrates the 
sex act nor suggests that James is growing more assertive.  On this night, Tóibín’s James 
acts the same toward Holmes that he acted toward Minny Temple and Constance 
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Fenimore Woolson, intensely aware of his friend’s every silent suggestion, but powerless 
to take control of the scene:  
They lay side by side without speaking.  Henry could feel the bone 
of his pelvis hitting against Holmes.  He wondered if he could suggest 
moving to the bottom of the bed but somehow, he understood, Holmes had 
taken control and silently withheld permission for him to make any 
suggestions… 
He wondered if he would ever again be so intensely alive.  Every 
breath, every hint that Holmes might move, or even the idea that Holmes, 
too, was awake, burned in his mind.  … Even now, if there was a choice, 
if another bed became available, he would go there instantly, creep out of 
here through the darkness.  Nonetheless, he felt his powerlessness as a 
kind of ease.  He was content not to move or speak, and he would feign 
sleep if he needed to do so.  He knew that his remaining still and his 
silence left Holmes free, and he waited to see what Holmes would do, but 
Holmes did not move… 
Now suddenly Holmes moved towards the center of the bed.  His 
movement seemed to Henry like an act of will and not the unconscious 
movement of a man in his sleep.  Quickly, without leaving himself time to 
think, Henry edged his way closer to Holmes… 
As they lay back-to-back he could feel the carefully tensed 
presence against him.  He waited, knowing it was inevitable that Holmes 
would turn, inevitable that something would occur to break this silent, 
slow, deadlocked game they were playing.  Holmes, he felt, was as 
consciously involved as he was in what might happen now. 
He was not surprised then when Holmes turned and cupped him 
with his body and placed one hand against his back and the other on his 
shoulder.  He knew not to turn or move, but he sought to make clear at the 
same time that this did not imply resistance.  He remained still as he had 
done all along, but subtly he eased himself more comfortably into the 
shape of Holmes, closing his eyes and allowing his breath to come as 
freely as it would.135 
 
Here the scene ends with a line break, and the reader does not learn what happens 
between this last sentence and the next, when James awakens in the morning.  The next 
day Henry thinks back to the preterition “what had happened” but fails to describe it.  
Tóibín leaves it in darkness.136  In this passage Tóibín’s James reacts to happiness with 
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passivity, just as he reacted to grief in the lagoon scene.  Twice Holmes acts, and twice 
James reacts, but it is clear that if Holmes had not made a move James would have done 
nothing.  He is unambiguously attracted to Holmes and takes great pleasure in the sexual 
tension between them, simply enjoying the moment while the moment lasts.  He does not 
imagine Holmes may be romantically interested in him, nor even that the men might have 
sex – these specific desires seem outside the realm of his understanding.  If he must write 
his own story of homosexuality, as Matthiessen suggests, then he does not have access to 
those ready-made narratives. 
 Tóibín’s James is aware of his feelings, but his passivity also marks resistance and 
fear: the fear of complicity, misunderstanding, rejection.  How different this young 
fictional James is from the James that Sedgwick writes about in “Shame and 
Performativity,” so willing to expose himself to the audience of Guy Domville or the 
readership of the New York Edition!137  In Tóibín’s scene between James and Holmes, 
any assertive action on James’s part would invite (or at least leave him open to) either 
shameful rejection or (equally unthinkable) mutual acceptance that would force James to 
articulate to himself his same-sex desires.  Only passivity allows James to remain 
between these options, enjoying the moment without exposure.  James feels “his 
powerlessness as a kind of ease” because he has transferred responsibility to Holmes.  In 
this way he can displace the blame for any homosexual acts, and he can avoid the 
embarrassment of misreading Holmes’s desires.  James sidesteps full participation out of 
a pathological fear.  Tóibín also sidesteps the question of how James identified his 
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sexuality, since James is too fearful to think anything.  The drama of the scene is not the 
act of Holmes spooning James; the drama is James’s consciousness as he anticipates it. 
 Mystery may always surround the possibility of a sexual or romantic relationship 
between James and Oliver Wendell Holmes, but evidence does exist of the author’s later 
attachment to younger men.  In his middle age, James fell in love – or his version of love 
– with a young sculptor named Hendrik Andersen.  The same year The Master was 
published, so was an English-language edition of James’s surviving letters to Andersen: 
Beloved Boy: Letters to Henrick C. Andersen, edited by Rosella Mamoli Zorzi; Tóibín 
used the Italian-language edition in his research for the novel.  This collection of letters is 
full of tantalizing promise and provides a vision of James as emotionally tender and even 
physically desiring.  But, perhaps predictably, the letters are ambiguous and ambivalent.  
On one hand, they speak to the historical James’s desire for Andersen.  He repeatedly 
writes that he wants to touch the younger man: to pat him on the back, put his arm around 
him or hold him.138  Language like this seems to speak to James’s desire for intimacy, but 
the guarded letters never unambiguously betray him, nor do they suggest memories of 
physical contact.  On the other hand, James’s letters carefully and kindly maintain 
distance from Andersen.  The persona that emerges is similar to Tóibín’s fictional James 
in his interactions with Minny Temple and Constance Fenimore Woolson.  The real 
James justifies the time between letters by telling Andersen he does not want to burden 
him with the obligation of responding, suggesting that friendship is necessarily an 
intrusion; in one he says that long letters are like millstones around Andersen’s neck.139  
James does want to see Andersen, but only in Lamb House and on his terms: James will 
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not visit Andersen in Italy, and offers abundant excuses about his schedule, health and 
age.  James’s friendship and love has his limits with Andersen, as Tóibín’s James had his 
limits with Minny and Fenimore. 
Tóibín’s version of the relationship inscribes both James’s tenderness and 
trepidation.  The fictional James seems at first to have changed between the summer of 
1865 and the autumn of 1899.  Now he does articulate his feelings to himself, and his 
imagination is more active; it is easier to identify with this older James waiting for 
Andersen’s visit to Lamb House in Rye.  Though paralyzing passivity has held him apart 
and protected his artistically-fruitful isolation, his vulnerability now opens him to a 
leveling human experience.  As he waits for Andersen he experiences a revelation of 
empathy: he wonders whether his father felt this way about his mother or whether 
William felt this way toward his wife; he looks at strangers on the street in a new way, 
wondering whether they have ever felt “such tender longing, such rapturous tightening of 
the self.”140  Once Andersen is there, James imagines what the young man is doing 
upstairs in his bedroom: with closed eyes, James envisions his guest “naked in lamplight, 
his body powerful and perfect, his skin smooth and soft to the touch.”141  “Finally!” 
readers might exclaim.   
Anyone hoping for a declaration of love or even a revealing slip is bound to be 
disappointed.  When Andersen leaves, Tóibín’s James regrets that he had not opened up 
to the young man about his family or the failure of his play, but then reflects, in his 
defense, that it is always easier to act confident than to act vulnerable.  These moments of 
reflection after the visit stand in stark contrast with James’s romantic anticipation.  The 
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fictional author concludes that his reserve runs too deep to allow him to change, and that 
he will remain safe and isolated now, as he always has been.  When the men had first met 
in Rome, James realized that neither he nor Andersen would be capable of changing: 
he had not himself changed in the twenty-five or thirty years since he had 
strolled like this in Rome at night.  He had never discussed his parents or 
his ambitions with anyone; his talk in all the years had been finely 
balanced and controlled; he approached his work even then with 
consistency and care.  Andersen was not like that, and now, it occurred to 
him that Andersen would not change either.”142  
  
Tóibín’s Andersen feels a compulsion to share that is as intense as the fictional James’s 
compulsion to hide, but it stems from the same aching needs.  In The Master, Andersen 
uses his energetic conversation, his self-promotion and his larger-than-life sculptures to 
earn the attention and love of those around him, motivated by loneliness and “a desperate 
need for approval.”143  He defends against abandonment by doggedly pursuing love and 
James does so by doggedly avoiding love, but at heart, Tóibín suggests, the men are the 
same.  These are not the mercurial characters that Moses describes in James’s fiction; 
they have unchanging personalities grounded in formative experiences. 
James and Andersen are both artists, both gay (or at least engaging in the same 
ambiguous emotional affair) but their letters and Tóibín’s novel suggest their similarities 
rest on a deeper foundation.  Tóibín is interested as much in the family resemblance 
between the men as he is in their sexual tension.  The Andersen family, like the Jameses, 
had three genius children and moved between Europe and Newport.  “We are brothers,” 
Tóibín’s Andersen tells James, “because we have older brothers and drunken fathers.”144  
In their correspondence the tenderness James feels for Andersen is often tinged with 
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family-feeling.  James’s most passionate letter comforts Andersen after the death of his 
brother, and his most revealing language blends sexuality with family as he asks 
Andersen to lean on him “as a brother & lover,” and then offers to “nurse you through 
your dark passage.”145  In many of the letters James fusses over Andersen as a nurse – 
much like his own mother fussed over his many physical ailments – inquiring about 
Andersen’s vertigo, indigestion and dyspepsia, even suggesting he try Fletcherism as a 
cure.146  Andersen reciprocates; both men speak the James family language of illness, 
expressing love or enforcing distance by evoking ill health, and the younger man thinks 
of the elder as a surrogate father.  In a letter to art collector Gertrude Vanderbilt Whitney, 
Andersen shares how happy James’s kindness makes him feel: “It is the kind of goodness 
that a father gives to a son.  And all through life I looked for this kind of love, sympathy 
and advice; but I have never before found it, as my own poor father lost his reason when I 
was a young baby – so you must know how much every moment means to me and how 
every hour counts.”147 
The plot of The Master is consistent with the plot of scholarly James biographies, 
but Tóibín replaces the biographers’ arguments and hypotheses with silences and gaps.  
These absences are often at the site of a potentially shameful secret that might be a source 
of vulnerability or leverage to wield power over another.  The Master imagines an 
avoidant, passive James that is strikingly different from the James created by Gordon, 
Sedgwick and Novick.  His character is no accident of fate: Tóibín traces James’s shy 
sensibility to a systemic family pedagogy, and the author’s interactions with Minny 
Temple, Constance Fenimore Woolson, Oliver Wendell Holmes and Hendrik Andersen 
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are shaped by lessons he has learned from his parents.  Through a series of flashbacks 
The Master suggests that the pattern playing out in James’s adulthood is part of a family 
pattern that was well established generations before he was born. 
 
 
II. A Native of the James Family  
Tóibín lays the groundwork for this family pattern of silent manipulation as he 
narrates another biographical mystery: James’s obscure hurt.  On October 28, 1861, 
Henry James rushed to help extinguish a stable fire, and in the process, as he records 
vaguely in his memoir, he suffered a “horrid, even if an obscure hurt.”148  Early theories 
about the injury were sexual, guessing James had been castrated or rendered impotent.149  
Leon Edel traces the correspondence of family and friends and suggests that it was most 
likely an injury to James’s back, such a slipped disk or muscular strain that would have 
been difficult to diagnose at that time.150  In The Master, Tóibín writes that the obscure 
hurt was not an injury of any kind, but a lie.  With the true nature of the injury rendered 
moot, Tóibín shifts the focus to a dysfunctional dynamic in which the family, as a unit, 
perpetuates and protects the desired fiction.  The Master relates this intergenerational 
pattern to another set of shared secrets surrounding first Henry Senior’s issues with 
alcohol, and then the problem drinking of James’s servants, the Smiths. The lessons the 
fictional James learns in his childhood set in motion his particular shy sensibility. 
Tóibín’s reading of the obscure hurt stands in notable contrast to others that 
envision a more independent James.  Edel suggests that James fought for his own best 
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interests – assertive, direct, even defiant: “He had resisted the family pressure, had 
refused to study science, had thrown away his law books.  He had quietly and 
determinedly locked himself in his room and written his tales and read his novels while 
his brothers banged and shouted.”151  Edel argues that James’s obscure hurt was both 
genuine and private,  that James hid his injury at first, but when the problem did not 
subside on its own he told Henry Senior, who responded sympathetically.152  David 
McWhirter characterizes James and his family quite differently; McWhirter casts James 
as a masochist, outlining a biographical pattern in which failure and parental punishment 
was desirable because it allowed James to seclude himself in a feminized space of artistic 
creation.153  Though Edel writes of an assertive James and McWhirter writes of an 
avoidant James, both critics agree that his defiance or masochism allowed him the 
independence he needed for creative expression.  Tóibín’s fear-driven fictional James is 
closer to McWhirter’s,154 but the major difference between Tóibín’s James and Edel’s or 
McWhirter’s is that he does not achieve independence: his obscure hurt is not a real 
injury, but a strange conspiracy that keeps him tightly bound in the web of the James 
family. 
 In Tóibín’s version of events, Mary James invents Henry’s illness; it begins as an 
almost-accidental conspiracy to enable literary study but soon sprouts into an imprisoning 
lie Henry feels obliged to perpetuate.  Tóibín imagines an ordinary summer evening, 
when Henry awakens from a nap to find his mother fretting over him.  She insists that he 
has been exerting himself too much and should rest.  Henry knows that he had simply 
fallen asleep because of the heat, but he takes advantage of the opportunity to read quietly 
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by himself.155  When Henry agrees he is ill, Mary responds by watching over him 
carefully, enforcing his rest, protecting him from his loud or curious siblings, and 
ensuring that Henry Senior does not criticize Henry for idleness.156  In order for Mary 
James’s plot to succeed, Henry must play-act his symptoms, and all the other members of 
the household must accept his ill state without question.  Over time, Tóibín’s Henry 
learns to appear weaker, move slower, eat and drink less. 157 This pattern falls into place 
without anyone saying a word.  One night a Newport stable catches fire, and since 
Henry’s illness is make-believe, in the excitement he forgets his invalid role and works 
hard to help.  When he returns home his mother looks concerned, whether because she 
believes her son is truly ill or whether she knows he has broken his unspoken pact with 
her.  She tells Henry she thinks that he has hurt his back.  Thus Tóibín offers his own 
origin-myth for the obscure hurt: a strange invention by Mary James, somewhere 
between enabling her son’s studies and punishing him for a betrayal.  In this moment 
Tóibín’s James has an opportunity to challenge his mother and reclaim his health, but he 
does not take it.  As he participates in his mother’s fictions, Henry eventually adopts 
them as his truth: “He began to live with it, managing his disability neither as a game nor 
an act but a strange, secret thing.  By not insisting on its being defined, by allowing the 
conspiracy with his mother to run its guilty course, never having contemplated any other 
possibility, he lived his illness, even when he was alone, with sincerity.”158  The striking 
point here is the depth of the James family silence.  On some level Henry is aware of how 
“strange,” “secret,” and “guilty” his actions are, but he never considers acting differently.   
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The fictional Henry and Mary enter into this guilt-ridden conspiracy for a number 
of different reasons.  Henry is motivated by a desire for privacy and by practical fears: his 
delicate state provides a defense against his father’s pressure to begin a law career or 
participate in the Civil War.  For her part, Mary may have felt proud of her ill children.  
Upper-class Victorian families often suffered from the widespread nervous disorder 
neurasthenia, a marker of status since nineteenth-century medicine claimed that the 
symptoms struck only the most “civilized” classes, races and individuals.159  Mary James 
could pride herself in a brood of highly-refined children, and the children in turn could 
enjoy patience, attention and travel as they deferred difficult tasks or decisions.  More 
importantly, Tóibín’s Henry and Mary each revel in the attention of the other.  Henry’s 
conspiracy with his mother restores the reciprocal attention between mother and child 
that had failed him so many times. 160  Tóibín’s James recalls many moments of neglect 
and invisibility.  From his middle age he thinks back to his international childhood, 
musing that he and his sister Alice had been “abandoned” by the family as they moved 
from place to place in Europe and America; Tóibín’s James thinks he and Alice were not 
ready for adulthood and responded by isolating themselves in different ways: he with his 
writing and she with her illness.161  Tóibín suggests Mary’s motivations are the same as 
her son’s: she pursues the fictions to win the attention of her children.  When Tóibín’s 
Alice suffers her first nervous attack, for example, Mary’s nursing is manic and self-
aggrandizing.  She waits for her daughter’s cries with flushed skin, glittering eyes and a 
rigid posture.   Tóibín’s Henry speculates that his brilliant sister had often been 
judgmental about her simpler mother, and Mary is elated that Alice truly needs her 
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help.162  It sounds to me that Tóibín’s versions of Mary James and Alice’s partner 
Katherine Loring may be suffering from Munchausen by Proxy, but at the very least 
Mary derives pleasure from her children’s maladies.   
This dynamic exists in the historical record, as Jean Strouse highlights in Alice 
James: A Biography.  It is tempting to conclude that Tóibín’s interest in mutual 
manipulation is the natural result of his decision to focus on the influence of Mary rather 
than on the influence of Henry Senior (as Edel and McWhirter do).  Jean Strouse writes a 
description of the historical Mary James that sounds a great deal like the fictional mother: 
Mary monitored her children’s performance of illness even into their adulthood, writing 
to Henry that his thirty-two-year-old brother complained too much, and writing to 
William that he should try to emulate the quiet patience Henry displayed when he was 
ill.163  Mary James made clear that the appropriate response to difficulty is to suffer in 
silence, not to articulate your feelings to others.  Strouse writes that Mary James practiced 
what she preached, and the rest of the family idealized her for it.164  Strouse senses 
something sinister in this angelic humility, and speculates that Henry James did as well: 
this is why, she claims, no characters in his fiction resemble his selfless mother.  Mary 
James acted as she did for her own purposes, Strouse insists:  “her pure disinterestedness 
was a myth.  By giving all but asking nothing, she placed everyone else squarely in her 
debt.  They owed her nothing less than everything.”165  The James children learned two 
lessons from their mother.  First, silent suffering brings their mother’s (appealing/ 
oppressive) attention.  Second, self-sacrifice gives one power over others.166  But The 
Master suggests that it is unfair to place the blame squarely on Mary James’s shoulders, 
78 
 
 
 
for Henry Senior also participates in the conspiracy, for a completely different reason.  A 
too-narrow focus on the role of either parent offers an incomplete picture, Tóibín 
suggests; the real story plays out on a larger scale. 
Tóibín’s Henry Senior is complicit even though his wife and son are, in effect, 
conspiring against him.  He is present when his son is outed by a doctor who pronounces 
Henry is in perfect health.167  The reader has every reason to expect that when the men 
return home the jig is up, and Henry must face a professional or military career; perhaps 
the truth would be some relief after all the secrecy.  The fictional Henry Senior’s 
response to the situation is therefore both surprising and disappointing.  When Mary 
meets them at the door Henry braces himself for the revelation, but Henry Senior 
pretends that his arm is stuck in his jacket and dodges the question.  After this moment 
Tóibín’s Henry knows that his secret will be safe.  Yet Tóibín is explicit that “there was 
no conspiracy between Henry and his father to deceive his mother.”168  As the middle-
aged James thinks back to this episode of his childhood, he speculates about why his 
father would lie: because the truth would expose Mary James’s bad judgment, because it 
would suggest Henry had been deceiving them to receive special treatment, and because 
it would expose the family “sacrilege” of lying about illness, “and this would be too 
upsetting for everyone, including his father.”169  As Henry imagines what his father must 
have thought, he takes on the burden of guilt.  He thinks the truth would have exposed 
Mary’s gullibility and Henry’s active manipulation, though Tóibín is quite clear that 
Mary was the source of these fictions.  Henry thinks that his father is just as avoidant as 
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he is; Henry Senior’s silence is deep enough to fool himself, for acknowledging Henry’s 
falsehood would be too upsetting for him to bear.  
 Tóibín suggests Henry James Senior learned these enabling patterns from his own 
family when he lost his leg as a child, and then both Henry Senior and Mary teach these 
patterns to their children, creating an intergenerational family system.  The story of 
Henry Senior’s amputation appears as part of the fictional Mary James’s earliest lessons 
to the young Henry, teaching him that suffering earns rewards.  She promises to tell him 
the story of his father’s wooden leg whenever he is sick or injured or has particularly 
exerted himself.170  When Henry has earned his treat, Mary’s story reinforces the lesson.  
She explains that though Henry Senior had suffered greatly when his leg had caught fire 
and when he endured two operations, his suffering brought him closer to both his parents.  
Before, his mother had been busy with her other children, and his father had been distant 
and strict.  After Henry Senior’s amputations his parents stayed by his bedside to care for 
him, and his father was especially tender, seeming “to sense his pain and share his panic 
until many times his father had to be taken away in tears.”171  Henry Senior’s behavior 
with his son would have been consistent with the lessons he learned in his own 
childhood: suffering earns support, and another’s pain can easily overwhelm you.172  The 
boundary lines among family members blur as they avoid shameful exposure and 
conflict.  Each family member seems to find the secrecy uncomfortable, but they toe the 
family line for fear of something worse.   Though this pattern expresses itself differently 
in each – some more extroverted and functional, some less – to some extent each James 
takes part.  The parents model the dynamic for the children, who carry it into their adult 
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lives.  Tóibín’s Jameses all express the same personality trait: a turning away from 
interpersonal conflict and disorderly feelings.  His Jameses prefer thinking to action, at 
least in their close relationships. 
 The Master, as a fiction, has the freedom to dramatize a stiflingly powerful family 
dynamic and suggest these patterns shape Henry James’s fiction.  In New Ways to Kill 
Your Mother, Colm Tóibín’s recent study of literary families, he ponders whether 
James’s relationship with his mother influenced his writing.  Tóibín wonders whether the 
relationship between Mary and Henry was too complicated and ambivalent to endure 
narrative treatment, and also whether Henry preferred to avoid introspection on the 
matter.  James, like the other authors Tóibín considers, has chosen to remove mothers 
from most of his fiction, a small matricide that “might have satisfied some hungry need 
James had.”173  In the critical context Tóibín rejects this thought experiment – “But this is 
too crude a reading” – because it only points us back to James’s compelling and 
unknowable mental life.174  That life provides rich material for fiction, but Tóibín 
suggests the powerful familial manipulations he dramatizes in The Master are precisely 
not the point in James’s own fictions.  Instead, the mother disappears in James’s novels to 
fulfill a purely formal need.  Tóibín argues that James and other authors efface mothers 
from their novels in order to allow their heroines to develop independently.  The drama of 
James’s novels is the growth of the individual consciousness, a process that happens 
mostly in isolation, in scenes of introspection as the heroine puzzles things out on her 
own.  The mother might provide an emotional support for the heroine that would make 
her maturation unnecessary, or she might invade the heroine’s vital privacy and shift the 
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narrative focus to an intergenerational conflict that does not particularly interest James.175  
The heroine’s isolation runs much deeper than the coincidental absence of her mother, 
Tóibín argues; in these novels, the heroine is an utterly self-made figure, without a past: 
“nothing will be inevitable or part of a communal system of feeling, something passed on 
to generations.  The idea of generation in these novels is not something organic and 
biological; generation occurs as energy in the individual, self-made conscience, it 
happens there alone.”176  Tóibín notes that in The Golden Bowl in particular, “It is as 
though the mother never existed, as though the characters came into being by some 
method specially created by the novelist rather than nature.“177 
 Henry James does suggest Maggie Verver is a self-generating heroine, unmoored 
from a familial past; here the narrator of The Golden Bowl compares the influence of 
Prince Amerigo’s family heritage to that of Maggie Verver’s: 
Such a place as Amerigo’s was like something made for him beforehand 
by innumerable facts, facts largely of the sort known as historical, made 
by ancestors, examples, traditions, habits; while Maggie’s own had come 
to show simply as that improvised “post“ – a post of the kind spoken of as 
advanced… Maggie’s own, in short, would have been sought in vain in the 
most rudimentary map of the social relations as such.  The only geography 
marking it would be doubtless that of the fundamental passions.178 
 
Is Maggie Verver unaffected by “ancestors, examples, traditions, habits,” instead setting 
out bravely on her own to set up an “advanced post” guided only by the “fundamental 
passions”?  I argue the Verver family, though smaller and more tightly enclosed than 
Tóibín’s Jameses, follows the same dysfunctional patterns.  Maggie Verver’s family 
exerts such a powerful influence, it even draws in outsiders and re-educates them to think 
and act as the Ververs do. 
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 The importance of family in Henry James’s fiction is not an unprecedented 
claim.179  John Carlos Rowe identifies a dark pattern in The Other Henry James, arguing 
that James created an army of abused children who suffer a range of sad fates: neglected, 
held against their will, scarred both physically and psychologically, and killed.180  He 
cites the examples of Patsy Osmond, shut away in a convent; Tina Bourdereau, locked 
away with her great-aunt; Maisie, physically abused; Miles, Flora, and their governess as 
three abandoned children; and Dolcino, murdered by his mother’s watchful neglect.  The 
children who survive never properly mature and bear the marks of their damaged origins 
into adulthood: Rowe claims Isabel Archer, Milly Theale and Chad Newsome are 
examples of “arrested development” whose stories are so troubling that readers would 
prefer not to investigate what has made them act as they do.181  Tóibín betrays an interest 
in traumatic childhoods as well: The Master describes the neglect, abandonment (and in 
some cases sexualization) of the James siblings, Henry’s orphaned cousins (the Temple 
sisters and Gus Barker), Oscar Wilde’s sons, and the fictional child Mona, who inspires 
Tóibín’s James to create Flora in The Turn of the Screw.  Rowe describes parental 
misdeeds that damage children, and Tóibín does the same in the cases of Mona and of 
Wilde’s sons.  The neglect of the orphaned cousins cannot properly be the fault of their 
parents, however, and Tóibín’s James siblings suffer from a very different sort of abuse.  
The James children are alternately neglected and stifled, learning in time to follow the 
same patterns of behavior that restrict their parents. 
The claim that Henry James was abused is perhaps too simple, since it is unclear 
whether “abuse” is the proper term to apply to his experience, as opposed to 
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“masochism,” “shyness” or “excessive shame.”  The Master stops short of claiming that 
James suffered abuse at the hands of his parents, but it does suggest that the Jameses 
suffered from systemic dysfunction that distinguishes them from other Victorian families 
with controlling fathers, submissive mothers and nervous children.  Tóibín points us 
toward one possible key to this pattern in a conversation between Hendrik Andersen and 
James:  “Henry discovered that Andersen knew a lot about Henry’s family.  He 
mentioned that his own father had the same love for alcohol that Henry’s father had 
shown in his youth, a matter which was never discussed in the James family but which 
must have been trumpeted in Newport loud enough for it to have reached the ears of 
Hendrik Andersen.”182  Tóibín’s Henry James is the son of a problem drinker, a matter 
“never discussed” in the family.  He is not simply masochistic, victimized or queer; he is 
also the child of an alcoholic.183   
 Tóibín’s James does not deal directly with his father’s alcoholism (in the novel 
Henry Senior is already what today’s twelve-step culture would call a “dry drunk”), but 
as an adult he is affected by problem drinkers: his live-in servants, the Smiths.  His butler 
clearly struggles with alcohol, unable to stay sober during his duties and secretly filling a 
shed with empty bottles.  When Mr. Smith serves dinner to Henry James and his guests, 
he attempts to disguise his drunkenness with stilted movements but he cannot help 
spilling the wines and sauces on the tablecloth.  The extent of Mrs. Smith’s drinking is 
less clear, but Tóibín’s James notices that she resents guests and makes no effort to hide 
her hostility from her employer, and that her hair has grown long and stringy and her 
hands dirty.184  James does not respond to this unacceptable state of affairs by offering a 
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stern warning or dismissing his employees; he responds with manipulation and 
avoidance.  In so doing, he enables their behavior to continue unchanged.  He sits his 
guests facing away from the door so they do not notice Mr. Smith, and he adjusts the 
menu to eliminate soups and sauces.  Tóibín’s James wants to manage others while 
avoiding confrontation.  He never seriously considers addressing the issue directly with 
his servants, though he wishes he could; he is too afraid that Mrs. Smith would respond 
with an angry defense of her husband, which he cannot bear to face.185  Paralyzed, James 
speculates about what the Smiths are thinking and hopes the situation will adjust itself to 
his liking.  He fusses over his houseguests in a similar way: 
His aim was to prevent the matter from becoming a subject for discussion 
at the dinner table, or among the guests later.  He did not want it known in 
London nor among his small circle of American friends that he employed 
drunken servants… Henry hoped that the situation would right itself, or 
even remain as it was.  He did not want to take action because he knew 
what the action would have to be.  He tried not to think about the 
Smiths.186  
 
James prioritizes appearances, and he avoids gossip, conflict and even unpleasant 
thoughts.  James’s passivity in the lagoon and in his shared bed with Holmes show the 
author deferring decision-making to others.  Here the deferral continues, now 
accompanied by distorted thinking and active manipulations like his changes to the menu 
and the seating plan. 
When Mr. Smith ruins a luncheon with Lily Norton by pouring wine all over the 
tablecloth, James is forced to “take action” against the Smiths.  He does so in an avoidant 
way.  Rather than firing the Smiths himself, he tells Mrs. Smith’s sister Mrs. Tincknor to 
convey the message that they must go, and then he leaves her to break the bad news.  He 
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gives them a generous severance, but James knows when that money runs out the Smiths 
will be doomed.  As he watches the “two saturated and demoralized victims” gather up 
their things and leave Lamb House for good, Tóibín’s James reflects on their years 
together and feels guilty because he cannot continue to enable them, but he knows that 
his desire to be rid of them is stronger than any pity he feels.187  Are the Smiths victims 
only of drink, or are they James’s victims as well?  If James had been able to address the 
problem, perhaps many years earlier, the situation might have had a different resolution. 
Instead, James waits for it to correct itself.  When he finally addresses the Smiths’ 
drinking, he feels tainted by a guilty sense of responsibility as if he owes the couple his 
complicity.  James wants to mother the Smiths, even though they cause him pain. 
As with James’s obscure hurt, a central secret motivates the action.  Then, the 
Jameses were avoiding the false nature of Henry’s injury and their own guilty cover-up; 
now, James avoids the Smith’s drinking and the shame he would feel if his friends 
discovered he has been tolerating it under his roof.  In both cases the avoidance involves 
the indirect manipulation of a community of people.  The Master suggests that both cases 
may be manifestations of an intergenerational pattern that grew around a central secret: 
James family alcoholism. 
 
 
III. “Old Billy James could hold his liquor” 
In The Master, one family member does not simply manipulate a second; rather, 
the clan is an interwoven network, sensitive to any vibration and constantly reacting to 
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protect the stability of the whole.  In the context of an alcoholic family, Mary’s 
manipulations and Henry’s masochism would not be personal idiosyncrasies – James 
family members would be responding with predictable coping mechanisms to the 
uncertainty and shame of living with alcoholics.   
Paul Fisher’s biography House of Wits: An Intimate Portrait of the James Family 
(2008) is explicit about the role of alcoholism in Henry James’s life: “Henry Senior lived 
for nearly three decades as an alcoholic… At least one of his sons had a severe drinking 
problem, and all of his offspring developed coping mechanisms and character traits 
common to children of alcoholics.”188  Howard M. Feinstein’s biography Becoming 
William James and Carol Holly’s study Intensely Family: The Inheritance of Family 
Shame and the Autobiographies of Henry James both consider directly the formative 
impact of growing up in an alcoholic home.189  Scholars that address this issue face the 
challenge of avoiding anachronism, for alcohol was subject to changing standards and 
terminology over the course of James’s lifetime, which witnessed a great shift in the 
American attitude toward drinking.  Today, terminologies of twelve-step recovery 
programs, addiction counseling or family-systems therapy describe alcoholism and the 
non-drinker’s behaviors that surround it, but this language was unavailable to James.  In 
his lifetime the discussion was likely to borrow its language from morality or religion, the 
word “alcoholism” was only just entering popular usage, and the medical view was just 
emerging.   
 According to William A. White, the term “alcoholism” was coined in 1849, and 
referred to “chronic alcohol intoxication that was characterized by severe physical 
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pathology and disruption of social functioning.”190  The term did not exist earlier because 
heavy drinking was the early-nineteenth-century norm.  Daily drinking was woven into 
the culture, and many believed that hard liquor offered health benefits like strengthening 
the constitution, aiding digestion and helping with sleep.  The work day and domestic 
routine revolved around periodic alcohol consumption: an average American might drink 
a glass of spirits with breakfast, stop work mid-morning and mid-afternoon to take a 
drink, have a cup after dinner and another nightcap before bed.  The word “alcoholism” 
did not yet exist, but the word “eleveners” was in heavy rotation, describing the daily 
morning break when workers in shops and on farms would stop for a swig of hard 
liquor.191  Though daily drinking was a predominantly male activity it was not necessarily 
age dependent, and even young boys often participated.  Public conceptions of drinking 
began to swing in the other direction in the 1830s and 1840s, which saw the rise of 
movements calling first for the prohibition of distilled liquor and then of all alcoholic 
beverages.  Temperance movements emerged as parts of larger agendas such as religious 
revivals and neo-republican moral stewardship (which also encompassed abolition, 
women’s rights, and other issues).  Independent temperance movements sprang up, such 
as the Washington Temperance Society, one precursor of Alcoholics Anonymous.192  In 
Manhood Lost, Elaine Frantz Parsons explains the link was clear, even then, between the 
family environment and the problem drinker.  Those in favor of drinking tended to 
believe the individual should be capable of controlling himself with his willpower, but 
temperance reformers tended to see the drinker as a victim of heredity who may be 
influenced by a troubled upbringing or a sordid environment, surrounded by hard-
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drinking relatives and local saloons.193  The James family was one of many that suffered 
from widespread addiction and the coping behaviors that accompany it, but the 
temperance reformer’s image of drunkards walking home from work through an 
unwholesome neighborhood is difficult to apply to the intellectually and socially elite 
James clan.  The language of neurasthenia is more helpful in illuminating how the 
Jameses might have thought about their own problem drinking.  
George M. Beard’s authoritative 1881 text, American Nervousness: Its Causes 
and Consequences, describes drinking in the context of a now-obsolete disease that was 
ubiquitous at the time.  For Beard, a family environment of secrecy causes nervousness 
that may manifest in problem drinking.  He describes a family suffering from financial 
worries and unexpressed tensions; repression puts so much stress on individuals that they 
may develop neurasthenia, manifesting symptoms including inebriety.194  Contemporary 
approaches reverse this order, arguing the unpredictability of the alcoholic leads family 
and friends to become fearful and sensitive.  Neurasthenic inebriety is different from “the 
mere vice” of drinking, Beard explains, because “[t]he simple habit of drinking even to 
an extreme degree may be broken up by pledges or by word promises or by quiet 
resolution, but the disease inebriety can be no more cured in this way than can neuralgia 
or sick-headache, or neurasthenia, or hay-fever, or any of the family of diseases to which 
it belongs.”195  The “Big Book” of Alcoholics Anonymous, Alcoholics Anonymous: The 
Story of How Many Thousands of Men and Women Have Recovered from Alcoholism, 
describes the difference between heavy drinking and alcoholism using similar language: 
though “a certain type of hard drinker” may make himself sick and die young, he can stop 
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on his own if he has good reason to do so, while “the real alcoholic… begins to lose all 
control of his liquor consumption, once he starts to drink.196  For both, the key distinction 
is between the ability and inability to stop by one’s own will.  Beard describes physical 
symptoms similar to those listed for alcohol dependency in the DSM-IV: “tremors, 
hallucinations, insomnia, mental depressions, and attacks of trance,” the term he uses for 
blackout states.197  Like the discourses of psychology and twelve-step recovery, Beard’s 
text suggests inebriety is a family disease.  Beard claims it is a growing issue in America 
because it is the most “demonstrably hereditary” nervous disease, bar none.198  Problem 
drinking plagued many generations surrounding Henry James’s, and the impact of this 
variously-coded behavior (moral vice, weakness of willpower, or medical disease) 
touched both the drinkers and the non-drinking family members around them. 
 In fact, the American James family empire was built upon alcohol.  After the elder 
William James moved his family from Ireland to America in 1789, he amassed great 
wealth as a shrewd businessman.  In The Father, A Life of Henry James, Sr., Alfred 
Habegger writes, 
A lengthy advertisement in the Albany Gazette for October 21, 1796, 
announced numerous products “Landing this Day, at Mark-Lane Wharf, 
for Wm. James and Co.”  Heading the list were “28 puncheons high proof 
Jamaican spirits,” followed by rum, brandy, Teneriffe wine, and twelve 
quarter-casks of “excellent Malaga.”  …And according to a great-
grandson of Thomas Addis Emmet, William had firsthand knowledge of 
his spirituous wares: “Old Billy James could hold his liquor, but some of 
his descendents couldn’t.”199 
 
Albany had a relatively heavy-drinking population; an 1830 report by a temperance group 
counted over four hundred groceries and taverns where citizens could purchase alcohol, 
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and calculated that they generated a $100,000 annual trade.200  William of Albany cashed 
in on America’s heavy-drinking habit in the first decades of the nineteenth century, and 
Habegger makes clear from first-hand accounts not only that the patriarch was a drinker, 
but that his favored spirit was gin.  The robber baron left more to his son, Henry James 
Sr., than a disputed inheritance and memories of a strict Presbyterian upbringing. 
 Henry Senior writes of the beginning of his troubles in a letter to his son, 
Robertson, remembering that he began drinking by the age of ten, when, he stresses, 
morning and afternoon swigs of straight gin were already “habitual.”201  In the early 
1820s a schoolboy’s habitual drinking might not have raised many eyebrows, but Henry 
Senior’s family took a stricter approach to propriety, which Henry Senior flouted both by 
drinking and by stealing liquor.  Perhaps these early patterns acquired a darker meaning 
once he learned where the path would lead him.  He remembers the progression of his 
drinking: “when I… went to college, I was hopelessly addicted to the vice.  In college 
matters became very much worse with me and by the time I left I was looked upon as an 
utter victim to intemperance.”202  This vice continued through Henry Senior’s young 
manhood, and he recounts drinking and gambling across the saloons of central New York 
State.203  He made an early attempt at sobriety in 1835, when he surrendered to a husband 
and wife in one of the temperance societies, then lived for a period of time at a 
temperance lodging called the Franklin House.204  However, he failed to achieve lasting 
sobriety for another sixteen years.  Henry Senior marked the achievement with 
“Intemperance,” an August 26, 1851 editorial in The New York Daily Tribune, in which 
he articulates his views about problem drinking: 
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Now drunkenness is the vice of natures like mine.  It is the besetting 
temptation of all those whose passive side is more developed than their 
practical ones… wine, by the imaginative exhilaration it produces, 
simulates for the subject the very power which his sober consciousness 
tells him he is deficient in.  When I take a few glasses of wine, I am ready 
to measure strategy with Bonaparte, and… would not hesitate to encounter 
Antony in a rivalry for Cleopatra.205 
 
Henry Senior describes drinking for the effect of alcohol until he lost control and his 
habit became a “vice.”206 Even after 1851, the family disease of alcoholism continued to 
affect Henry Senior’s children.  Without the help of alcohol, Henry Senior would find 
other ways to soothe his discomfort (most notably in his attempt to solve problems with 
geographic relocations).  AA calls this state “untreated alcoholism” or the “dry drunk,” 
and it generally reinforces the same coping mechanisms that family members cultivate 
while the alcoholic is drinking. 
 There is little evidence of the younger William James’s drinking habits, but one 
passage in The Varieties of Religious Experience sounds very much like his father’s 
editorial: 
The sway of alcohol over mankind is unquestionably due to its power to 
stimulate the mystical faculties of human nature usually crushed to earth 
by the cold facts and dry criticisms of the sober hour.  Sobriety 
diminishes, discriminates, and says no; drunkenness expands, unites, and 
says yes.  It is in fact the very great exciter of the Yes function in man.  It 
brings its votary from the chill periphery of things to the radiant core.  It 
makes him for the moment one with the truth.207 
 
For Henry Senior the feeling William identifies as the “Yes function” is equivalent to 
willful masculinity, while William relates it to religious ecstasy.  William searched for 
this feeling in mind-altering drugs as well, trying chloral, amyl nitrite and hashish.208  
Whether or not William was a problem drinker, father and son agree on alcohol’s 
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attraction as an escape from personality.  Henry Senior was not the only alcoholic that 
affected William; his mentor Cauncey Wright succumbed to alcoholism and depression 
near the end of his life, and, more importantly, his wife Alice Howe Gibbens had to take 
over as the head of her family at the age of sixteen, when her alcoholic father committed 
suicide.209  When Alice and William James married, they joined together two alcoholic 
families, and William’s wide experience with problem drinkers had a great impact on his 
writing.210  Twenty-five years after William’s death, The Varieties of Religious 
Experience proved important in the birth of Alcoholics Anonymous when it convinced 
Bill W., one of AA’s founders, that he had a genuine spiritual awakening.211 
Henry James’s drinking habits are similarly unclear, though judging from the 
many references to beer drinking in Leon Edel’s biography, he was not a teetotaler.212  
According to William James’s biographer Linda Simon, when William felt threatened by 
Henry’s successes, he took out his jealousy by writing of his brother’s drinking habits to 
the family: “When William divulged to his family that Harry had become ‘an utter slave’ 
to ‘spirituous liquors,’ on which he squandered much of his earnings, William was 
diagnosing in Harry the family’s most despised form of debauchery – alcoholism – and 
attacking the fiscal responsibility for which Harry had always been praised.”213  Whether 
or not William’s accusation is correct, Henry James was deeply entangled in a social 
network of problem drinkers.  
During Henry James Jr.’s lifetime the family agreed which among them had the 
real drinking problem: Robertson (Bob) James.  Henry Senior wrote his revealing letter in 
an attempt to show his son he too understood what it felt like to struggle with addiction.  
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Of all the problem drinking in the James family tree, Bob’s is the best documented.214  
His siblings corresponded with one another and with his wife, Mary Holton James, to 
keep each other apprised of Bob’s latest drinking bouts and his temporary glimmers of 
recovery.  Mary kept a datebook in which she recorded Bob’s “sprees” and the various 
changes the family made in an attempt to cure him or to escape him: moves from 
Wisconsin to Massachusetts and back again, as well as experiments with the family living 
apart from Bob and then reuniting – both patterns repeating many times over.  Bob 
struggled with alcohol throughout his life, never achieving sobriety, but his condition did 
improve in the last decade of his life as a result of his five-year residence at Dansville 
Asylum, near Buffalo, NY.215 
In Bob’s case we see the deeply ambivalent struggle of Mary Holton James, who 
refused to grant Bob the divorce for which he repeatedly asked, but who also found it 
impossible to live with her husband and wrote in her datebook “the twenty-fifth 
anniversary of my marriage and a sad day to me.”216  Bob’s two children were embroiled 
in their parents’ drama and had to cope with an unpredictable childhood full of conflict 
and relocations.  Bob’s siblings reacted in different ways.217  William and his wife 
stepped into the role of surrogate parents, repeatedly taking Bob into their home, taking 
charge of his affairs and offering him support.  Alice James renounced her brother and 
did not speak to him for six years before her death; according to a letter from William, 
Alice was so afraid of seeing her brother that she would leave Boston if she heard he was 
going to visit.218  Henry took a position of carefully-controlled neutrality.  When the 
brothers met in England, Henry wrote to Bob’s wife, 
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I passed thus a day with him – which proved a much less disagreeable one 
than I had expected; but on that day not a word was exchanged between us 
on the question you put to me… I was with him but for those few hours – 
during which he both looked, talked, and behaved much better than I had 
feared; and not having seen him for years and feeling that I should perhaps 
never see him again, I made no move upon any contention or discussion, 
anything that could bring on a scene.  I only wanted to get off without one 
and not have a horrid memory of my practically sole interview with him in 
so long a stretch of time.219 
 
This real-life example has much in common with the fictional drama between Henry 
James and the Smiths.  Henry’s first priority is to avoid “a scene,” to control events and 
preserve an appearance of calm.  Henry writes that he had been preoccupied with the 
meeting before it took place: worrying, trying to predict Bob’s behaviors.  Henry has 
good reason to be afraid of his brother’s behavior, which could cause physical pain, 
public humiliation or emotional damage.  His desire to avoid, to control and above all to 
maintain the outer appearance of calm, makes good sense in this context.  The conspiracy 
and avoidance with which Tóibín surrounds James’s boyhood illness may seem 
frustrating eccentricities when we expect the Jameses to be like any other family, but they 
would have been consistent with patterns of addiction in the historical James family.220 
 
 
IV. Led by the Neck: The Verver Family’s Seductions 
In The Master, Tóibín suggests a particular reading of Henry James’s sensibility 
and encourages readers to approach this sensibility with patience.  Similar personality 
traits play out in The Golden Bowl and other late fiction. I have suggested that Tóibín’s 
shy protagonist takes shape in part as a response to anachronistic characterizations of his 
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sexuality, but in the reading to follow I have no wish to topple queer readings and replace 
them with an alcoholic reading.  Leland Monk highlights the dangers of making 
homogenizing homosexual arguments that smooth out meaning until “the particular 
ambivalences of a text” or a life narrative “are made to mean one and only one thing.”221  
The same threat looms for a new alcoholic mode of interpretation, and I do not propose 
that it is, as Monk says, “a skeleton key to unlock all closets.”222  It is impossible to 
resolve James’s complex texts – let alone his life – with any certainty, but I hope to offer 
a fruitful complication to test and enrich other modes of reading.  I wish to show the 
historical record and textual evidence from James’s major phase support the paradigm of 
the alcoholic home as a fruitful analytic possibility. 
 In “All a Novelist Needs” Tóibín draws a link between James’s deceitful family 
relationships and the secrecy in his fictions, suggesting that subterfuge is central to the 
novels because it was also central in James’s life: “Manipulating others, bending them 
with subtlety toward one’s will, sweetly deceiving them, was something his characters 
would do with considerable skill.  …with Maggie Verver in The Golden Bowl, it would 
be done with such aplomb and so stylishly that no one was sure they had noticed.”223  
One original reviewer noticed, griping of Maggie that instead of the hundreds of pages of 
introspection and quiet manipulation she might simply have acted, that “she accustoms 
herself to the manipulation of theories about questions which prompt and plain sense 
might have dealt with offhand.”224  Whether we consider Adam Verver a compulsive 
hoarder, a perpetrator of emotional incest, or simply a well-meaning, healthy man, his 
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daughter Maggie is a poster child for the dysfunctions that come part and parcel with any 
family struggling with addiction and abuse. 
Various approaches to the alcoholic family have developed since James‘s death.  
One is the psychological approach called “family therapy” or “family systems therapy,” 
which treats patients not as autonomous subjects but as part of an “enmeshed group 
identity:” “the assumption in such families is that negative affect will be repressed, 
shameful secrets suppressed, conflict avoided, and intense loyalty and dependency 
fostered for the sake of family harmony and order.”225  The approach of twelve-step 
recovery culture is less theoretical and more anecdotal, focusing on individual testimony 
but identifying the same patterns.  As offshoots of Alcoholics Anonymous, three twelve-
step programs now serve families affected by alcoholism: Al-Anon, founded in 1951, 
serving ”friends and families of problem drinkers”; Alateen, founded in 1957, serving 
young people affected by problem drinkers; and ACA: Adult Children of Alcoholics, 
founded in 1978, serving the adult children of alcoholic parents.  These groups do not 
address the drinking habits of their members, many of whom are not problem drinkers; 
instead, they use AA‘s twelve steps to address coping behaviors that members developed 
in response to emotional, social and physical threats they felt from the problem drinkers 
in their lives.   
ACA‘s short description of the Adult Child personality, “The Problem,” bears a 
striking resemblance to Maggie Verver.  In fact, it describes those behaviors that make it 
most challenging for the average reader to identify with her: her anxious, endless analysis 
of her situation; her extreme commitment to non-confrontational manipulation; and her 
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obsession with protecting and controlling problematic relationships rather than dissolving 
them.  If one asks why a person would act this way, one might answer with these ACA 
descriptions:  ”We learned to keep our feelings down as children and kept them buried as 
adults, ” ”To protect ourselves, we became people-pleasers, even though we lost our own 
identities in the process”; ”Having an overdeveloped sense of responsibility, we preferred 
to be concerned with others rather than ourselves”; ”We were dependent personalities, 
terrified of abandonment, willing to do almost anything to hold on to a relationship in 
order not to be abandoned emotionally.”226  The description fits Maggie to a tee: she 
hides her true emotional state from those around her; takes responsibility for others’ 
actions, knowledge and feelings to maintain her sense of security; and protects 
relationships after they have become unhealthy.  The point is not simply that Maggie is 
controlling but how she controls – how energetically she avoids conflict and knowledge. 
 Adam and Maggie have practical boundary issues as father and daughter take 
inappropriate levels of responsibility for one another, and also surreal boundary issues as 
they try to read one another‘s minds.  Their dynamic is similar to that which Tóibín 
creates between Henry James and the Smiths, and between Henry and Mary James.  
Adam Verver recognizes the nature of their bond when Maggie sees him as the target of 
fortune-hunting women: 
Here of a sudden was a question that concerned him alone, and the 
soundless explosion of it somehow marked a date.  He was on her mind, 
he was even in a manner on her hands – as a distinct thing, that is, from 
being, where he had always been, merely deep in her heart and in her life; 
too deep down, as it were, to be disengaged, contrasted or opposed, in 
short objectively presented.  But time finally had done it; their relation 
was altered; again he saw the difference lighted for her.227 
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In this moment of apparent differentiation, Adam sees the scene through his daughter‘s 
eyes rather than from his own perspective.  The confusion deepens in the dizzying but 
familiar Jamesian construction, “and with the sense moreover of what he saw her see he 
had the sense of what she saw him.”228  Adam thinks he can read Maggie’s mind at the 
same moment she is reading his!  In this hall of mirrors it can be difficult to tell which 
thoughts belong to whom, or to discern how much is simply Maggie‘s or Adam‘s anxious 
speculations about how others feel.  Throughout the novel, these blurred boundaries 
between father and daughter manifest in excessive levels of caretaking, the management 
of one another‘s lives, and the suppression of conflict at all costs: classic behaviors of 
abused and neglected children. 
 All relationships in the novel have permeable boundaries, and critics have 
weighed in on the arguably surreal influence characters have over one another.  Though 
Omri Moses argues the characters remain permeable to others because they resist the 
urge to “fortify or retrench psychic life” in a way that would clearly differentiate them,229 
for J. Hillis Miller in Literature as Conduct, the characters do remain distinct.  The reader 
may be granted access to characters‘ minds, Hillis Miller argues, but the characters 
themselves bump up against the same impenetrable boundaries that divide people in the 
real world.  After all, if Maggie knew for certain the nature of her husband’s relationship 
with Charlotte, if she knew for certain how they felt about her and about each other, there 
would be no novel at all.230  Even if knowledge of another person’s inner life is 
impossible, one character can still influence – even coerce – another, in the form of 
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speech acts, and Hillis Miller notes a number of moments when Maggie’s words or 
actions manipulate the others to an intended result.231  For Hillis Miller, Maggie can 
overstep her boundaries only by meddling through observable actions.   
Sharon Cameron’s Thinking in Henry James – which Hillis Miller both admires 
and refutes – argues the extended Verver family literally has power over one another‘s 
thoughts.  Cameron describes a much broader field of manipulation and a deeper 
confusion over where one character begins and another ends.  Ultimately, she identifies 
two modes of control.  In Book 1, one character can control another through speech acts 
like the ones Hillis Miller describes, when one character speaks “for” the other. 232  In 
Book 2 Cameron sees a shift from speaking to thinking as characters imagine what is 
happening in another’s mind; she suggests that when Maggie, for example, quotes a 
thought that is in her husband’s head, the princess is neither hallucinating nor reading his 
mind:  rather, she actually creates his thought.233  Cameron is describing mind control: 
surreal, to be sure.  However, she describes the wish of any Adult Child of Alcoholics – 
the dream of manipulating others without conflict.  In such a reading, there is a striking 
difference between manipulation through speech and manipulation through thought, cases 
Cameron tends to conflate.  In the former, the manipulator creates conflict and maintains 
the boundaries between characters, while in the latter the manipulator goes to surreal 
extremes to avoid conflict, and in doing so erases the boundaries between characters. 
Because Maggie Verver is extremely permeable to others, she lives in constant 
fear.  Our earliest impressions of Maggie stress her emotional fragility, for example when 
the Assinghams discuss the limits of what she can know.  Fanny insists to her husband 
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that there are things she would never dare to tell Maggie because “She’d be so frightened.  
She’d be, in her strange little way, so hurt.  She wasn’t born to know evil.  She must 
never know it.”234  Fanny implies Maggie possesses an otherworldy goodness that makes 
her constitutionally incapable of knowing evil.  Maggie describes herself in a more 
earthly way, suggesting a low self-esteem hidden beneath her public virtues.  “I do 
always by nature tremble for my life,” she reveals to her worried father.  ”Yes, I live in 
terror… I‘m a small, creeping thing.”235  In one sense Maggie is a victim of her 
overprotective surroundings, but the pattern is a cycle: Maggie participates in her own 
naïveté because she is terrified of the potential emotional discomfort of new knowledge.   
 Maggie‘s fear manifests in a desperate avoidance.  Her aversion to unpleasantness 
is so great that she represses the unknown in the image (interestingly enough) of the 
closet: 
They were there, these accumulations [of the unanswered]; they were like 
a roomful of confused objects, never as yet ‘sorted,’ which for some time 
now she had been passing and re-passing, along the corridor of her life.  
She passed it when she could without opening the door; then, on occasion, 
she turned the key to throw in a fresh contribution.  …The sight moreover 
would doubtless have made her stare, had her attention been more free – 
the sight of the mass of vain things, congruous, incongruous, that awaited 
every addition.  It made her in fact, with a vain gasp, turn away.236 
 
This image appears as Maggie is waiting for the Prince‘s return from Matcham – in other 
words, at the very beginning of her saga of coming-to-know.  Even in the deepest 
sheltering folds of her protected life, Maggie has already accumulated an overwhelming 
heap of secrets she must strain to keep from herself.  In light of this pattern, it is no 
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surprise that Maggie responds to her suspicion of the Prince’s infidelity with deep silence 
rather than with accusations or investigation, of which she is incapable. 
 Maggie’s jumbled closet is an image of the thoughts she dares not think, and her 
private denial offers the comfort of control.  In her quiet life with her father Maggie 
needn’t worry, but conversations with others sometimes threaten chaos; the door might 
be thrown open by another.  Maggie’s social avoidance of difficult topics appears in the 
opening pages of the novel, during the Prince’s remembered conversation with her.  The 
Prince asks whether Maggie is convinced that he is neither a hypocrite nor a liar, and 
when she reacts with silence, a fiery blush and an expression of shock, he reflects “any 
serious discussion of veracity, of loyalty, or rather of the want of them, practically took 
her unprepared, as if it were quite new to her.  He had noticed it before: it was the 
English, the American sign that duplicity, like ‘love,’ had to be joked about.  It couldn’t 
be ‘gone into.’”237  The Prince sees Maggie as a representative stuffy Anglo-American, 
uncomfortable discussing her feelings.  Charlotte, however, with her outspoken 
emotional honesty, proves not all American girls are closed-off.  Rather, Maggie is again 
slamming the door on her closet full of the unknown, afraid of what information might 
emerge in a conversation about lies or loyalty.   
 Maggie‘s permeable boundaries and deep fear of abandonment motivate her to 
use coping behaviors that Adult Children of Alcoholics often develop to protect 
themselves from harm or uncertainty.  Al-Anon members sometimes use the shorthand 
“Mother, Martyr, Manage, Manipulate“ to sum up these tactics.  As you can see, the list 
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is contradictory, involving both altruistic, caregiving behaviors and selfish, controlling 
ones. 
 The impulse to mother is related to Maggie‘s boundary issues.238  Take, for 
example, the responsibility Maggie feels for her father‘s exposure to fortune-hunters.  
She says to him, 
It was as if you couldn’t be in the market when you were married to me.  
Or rather as if I kept people off, innocently, by being married to you.  Now 
that I‘m married to some one else you‘re, as in consequence, married to 
nobody.  Therefore you may be married to anybody, to everybody.  People 
don‘t see why you shouldn‘t be married to them.239 
 
It is impossible not to hear in this passage an echo of the familiar James-family joke that 
William would eventually marry his sister Alice, a joke that their parents invented and in 
which both William and Alice happily participated until William’s marriage to the other 
Alice threw his sister into a deep depression.  Of course Alice must have known it was all 
a joke, but the impact of William’s betrayal was real.  Just so, the language of passages 
like this one are jokes that hide a deeper confusion.  Maggie believes her father “was just 
her extraordinary equal and contemporary.“240  Adam agrees, reflecting “She had only 
been his child… but there were sides on which she had protected him as if she were more 
than a daughter.“241  Maggie does not know whether she is Adam‘s daughter, wife, or 
mother, so she feels the burden of responsibilities that come with all these roles. 
  Maggie’s loyalty and fear of abandonment lead to self-sacrifice.242  We hear of 
Maggie’s martyrdom during the pre-marital shopping trip when Charlotte and the Prince 
explore her renunciation.  Charlotte says,  
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 “She’s not selfish enough.  There’s nothing, absolutely, that one 
need do for her.  She’s so modest,” she developed – “she doesn’t miss 
things.  I mean if you love her – or rather, I should say, if she loves you.  
She lets it go.” 
The Prince frowned a little – as a tribute after all to seriousness.  
“She lets what – ?” 
“Anything – anything that you might do and that you don’t.  She 
lets everything go but her own disposition to be kind to you.  It’s of herself 
that she asks efforts – so far as she ever has to ask them.  She hasn’t, 
much.  She does everything herself.  And that’s terrible.”243 
 
In light of what is to come, we may raise an eyebrow at Charlotte’s “anything that you 
might do and that you don’t,” but her assessment of Maggie’s character is correct.  
Maggie asks for nothing and accepts whatever she gets.  This attitude does not protect her 
from others’ behaviors, but it does protect her from their rejection.  She maintains a 
saintly standard out of fear that demands or conflict will lead to abandonment.   
 As Charlotte seems to predict, Maggie’s martyrdom enables her husband’s and 
stepmother’s infidelity.  The rest of the characters come to count on her silence, knowing 
Maggie will suffer rather than make a scene, and she imagines with a blend of 
indignation and pride that they think of her as a willing scapegoat.244  Maggie takes on 
the burden of their peril in large and small ways, from her suggestion that the Prince see 
Charlotte alone to say goodbye, to her acceptance of Charlotte’s blame for Adam’s 
departure to American City, to her desire to spare her husband the pain of confession.  
These actions may seem irrationally saintly, but they are selfish: her perfect façade staves 
off abandonment, and her silence prevents conflict.  Sharon Cameron suggests that 
Jamesian silence is enabling, that in James “to express” signifies not only “to articulate” 
but also potentially “to expel.”   As long as the characters fail to articulate something, 
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they both deny the problem and fail to resolve it.  The unexpressed remains contained, 
but the secret oppresses its keeper.245  Maggie’s closet of secrets may hide them from 
view, but her accumulations are also a protected hoard. 
 The other items in Maggie’s toolbox – “manage“ and “manipulate“ – seem to 
contradict her self-sacrifice, but they too are symptoms of fear and avoidance.246  Maggie 
manages others throughout the novel, beginning well before she suspects her husband’s 
infidelity.  Her father’s marriage to Charlotte is her doing, starting when she convinces 
Adam to write a letter of invitation to Charlotte and hints that her friend has taken an 
interest in him.247  Adam is explicit that his marriage proposal to Charlotte is a response 
to the earlier conversation with his daughter; even as he asks for her hand, he explains 
that he wants to marry her in order to give comfort and peace to Maggie.248  Once Maggie 
feels threatened, she begins to manipulate: in other words, her suggestions recede further 
into silence.  As she manages his marriage, Maggie allows her father to deduce her 
desires; as she manipulates his departure, as Cameron explains, “[Maggie] wants her 
father not to understand what she says but rather to do what she wants.”249  She wants to 
pull the strings so subtly that he believes the idea of taking his wife to American City is 
his own.  Hillis Miller describes these actions with more judgmental diction: “She has 
done it all by using words, interrogative intonations, and gestures in ways that coerce the 
others to behave in the way she wants.”250  The word “coerce” suggests that Maggie is a 
mastermind, and she is: but her scheme is also reactionary, enmeshed in a larger family 
pattern which decrees (tacitly, of course) that no one can say aloud anything that might 
105 
 
 
 
upset the others.  Maggie is the most adept player at this game, but she did not invent its 
rules. 
Maggie controls her father by using their lifelong intimacy to suggest ideas, more 
or less subtly. Her manipulation of the Prince and Charlotte is different, for she believes 
her power over them lies in complete self-control.  She must be absolutely silent and 
perfect, as she explains to Fanny:  “Everything that has come up for them has come up, in 
an extraordinary manner, without my having by a sound or a sign given myself away… 
And that’s how I make them do as I like!”251  This speech is strange indeed, and the 
reader’s confusion is mirrored in Fanny’s incredulous but fascinated interrogation.  Now 
Maggie seems to be pulling the strings without touching them, and it is hard to 
understand the nature of her power over Charlotte and the Prince without recourse to 
some occult force.  Maggie is imagining she can read the adulterers’ minds, speculating 
“They move at any rate among the dangers I speak of – between that of their doing too 
much and that of their not having any longer the confidence or the nerve, or whatever you 
may call it, to do enough,”252 which shows her that they are so afraid of hurting her that 
they must continue to act exactly as they have been, to avoid arousing her suspicion.  But 
if her control over Charlotte and the Prince works through their love of her, then open 
communication would yield the same result.  By avoiding confrontation Maggie protects 
her state of not-knowing: not only does she avoid learning details of the affair (and 
acknowledgment there was an affair at all), but she also avoids learning what motivates 
the lovers’ compliance; it could just as easily be money as love. 
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 As she manages and manipulates those around her through self-control, Maggie 
acts out a parable from the AA Big Book, Alcoholics Anonymous: 
Each person is like an actor who wants to run the whole show; is forever 
trying to arrange the lights, the ballet, the scenery and the rest of the 
players in his own way.  If his arrangements would only stay put, if only 
people would do as he wished, the show would be great.  Everybody, 
including himself, would be pleased…  What usually happens?  The show 
doesn’t come off very well.  He begins to think life doesn’t treat him right.  
He decides to exert himself more...  Still the play does not suit him...  
What is his basic trouble?  Is he not really a self-seeker even when trying 
to be kind?  Is he not a victim of the delusion that he can wrest satisfaction 
and happiness out of this world if he only manages well?  Is it not evident 
to all the rest of the players that these are the things he wants?  And do not 
his actions make each of them wish to retaliate, snatching all they can get 
out of the show?253 
 
The alcoholic, perpetually “restless, irritable and discontented,” seeks to ease his 
discomfort by controlling the people and situations that surround him.254  Though his 
motivation is primarily selfish, he believes that everyone would be better off if they just 
did things his way – and of course other people resist him.  The parallel is especially apt 
in light of the acting imagery associated with Maggie throughout the novel.  At the 
beginning of the bridge scene that culminates with Maggie and Charlotte’s embrace, for 
example, Maggie imagines herself “a tired actress who has the good fortune to be ‘off’, 
while her mates are on,” an image showing Maggie’s sweet perfection is a false public 
performance.255  Moments later, she imagines the other characters “might have been 
figures rehearsing some play of which she herself was the author.”256  Here Maggie 
overreaches her role in an attempt to control others. 
In Maggie’s first project, bringing about her father’s marriage to Charlotte, this 
parable is exactly what comes to pass.  She tries to ease her own conscience by giving her 
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father over to another woman’s care, but her perfect solution does not suit; the Prince and 
Charlotte soon “wish to retaliate, snatching all they can get out of the show.”  Maggie’s 
later manipulations work much better: at the end of the novel she has separated the lovers 
and redoubled the love in her own marriage.  The Golden Bowl appears to justify her, 
showing that martyrdom and manipulation can bring about perfection.  In that case, 
Henry James has written a fairy tale ending, in which the coping behaviors of the Adult 
Child of Alcoholics bring peace of mind and right all wrongs.  Some critics have argued 
the novel has a happy ending in which Maggie grows up and leaves her father’s house for 
her husband’s, in which the vows of marriage prove stronger than the bonds of 
adultery.257  This reading is sound – but we can change the focus from the shifting pattern 
of romantic couples to the patterns of the dysfunctional family.  In the latter case, we 
must see the ending in a darker light, as the characters who began with distinct 
boundaries and open communication are drawn into the Verver web of martyrdom and 
manipulation. 
 The Assinghams provide a model case for seduction-by-dysfunction.  Fanny is 
very much like Maggie, mothering Adam Verver: “she disputed with him so little, agreed 
with him so much, surrounded him with such systematic consideration, such 
predetermined tenderness, that it was almost – which he had once told her in irritation – 
as if she were nursing a sick baby.”258  Though each behavior may sound pleasant on its 
own, the accumulation of phrases in this sentence convey how oppressive Fanny’s 
affection may feel.  More importantly, Fanny is a meddler.  Like the actor in the AA 
parable, she obsesses about controlling the lives of those around her to attain the best 
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outcome for them, as she sees it.  She helps arrange first Maggie’s marriage to the Prince 
and then when the situation is not as she envisioned she, like the actor, exerts herself 
more by helping arrange Adam’s marriage to Charlotte.  After the fact Fanny feels guilty 
but still does not understand appropriate boundaries.  She moans, 
One was no doubt a meddlesome fool; one always is, to think one sees 
people’s lives for them better than they see them for themselves.  But 
one’s excuse here… was that these people clearly didn’t see them for 
themselves – didn’t see them at all.  It struck one for the very pity – that 
they were making a mess of such charming material; that they were but 
wasting it and letting it go.  They didn’t know how to live – and somehow 
one couldn’t, if one took an interest in them at all, simply stand and see 
it.259 
 
Fanny’s philosophy is fascinating.  She does not respect the inviolability of others, but 
thinks of their lives as a blank canvas and herself as a painter.  Beauty is more valuable 
than autonomy.  To handle the repercussions of her mistakes she continues her 
manipulations both by denying knowledge (which protects her from conflict) and by 
managing the other characters.   
 Fanny’s husband, Bob Assingham, begins the novel as a gruff but relatively 
healthy man who is eventually converted to his wife’s dysfunctional viewpoint.  At first 
Bob is confident about the boundaries between himself and others, and he knows that the 
gossip obsessing his wife is none of their business.  As Fanny frets over Charlotte’s 
arrival before the wedding, Bob advises her “All their case wants, at any rate… is that 
you should leave it well alone.  It’s theirs now; they’ve bought it, over the counter, and 
paid for it.  It has ceased to be yours.”260  Later, as Fanny frets over having seen Charlotte 
and the Prince alone at a ball, Bob advises her again: 
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   “Leave it,” he at last remarked, “to them.” 
“Leave it - ?” she wondered. 
   “Leave them alone.  They’ll manage.” 
   “They’ll manage, you mean, to do everything they want?   
Ah there then you are!” 
“They’ll manage in their own way,” the Colonel almost cryptically 
repeated.261 
 
Fanny is shocked by what she interprets as immorality, but Bob is right: Charlotte’s and 
the Prince’s sins are their own, and whether they commit them or not has nothing to do 
with the Assinghams. 
 Over time, Bob’s empathy wins out over his firm boundaries and he learns to 
speak and act more like his wife.  After they return from Matcham, Fanny’s distress 
convinces Bob to take her feelings on as his responsibility.  Bob agrees to lie for her sake.  
Later that night they seal their agreement with a pledge: 
“We know nothing on earth - !”  [Fanny said.] It was an 
undertaking he must sign. 
   So, he wrote, as it were, his name.  “We know nothing on  
earth.”262 
 
James illustrates Bob’s change through the image of the mystic lake, in a shift from the 
initial positioning with Fanny out in a boat and Bob, though sympathetic to her, firmly on 
shore.  James describes Fanny’s anxious machinations as her isolated voyage out on those 
waters, and he describes Bob standing on dry land, his attention never flagging as he 
worries about her well-being.263  By the end of the evening they are “sinking together, 
hand in hand for a time, into the mystic lake where [Bob] had begun, as we have hinted, 
by seeing her paddle alone.”264  At first Bob is the life-line in case his wife should sink 
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into the obsession and anxiety that accompanies her meddling, but by the end Bob has 
followed her down into those waters.   
Bob‘s experience in Book 1 helps us understand the movements of the central 
characters over the course of the novel as they are drawn into the Verver way of life.  The 
Prince shifts from a position of ironic neutrality in the beginning to an allegiance with 
Maggie’s sensibility at the end.  Unlike the ACOA-model characters we have been 
discussing, in the beginning the Prince is not motivated by a fear of abandonment, and he 
does not manipulate others through silence and suggestion.  His self-worth is rooted not 
in the Ververs’ approval but in his two-fold self, in “the history, the doings, the 
marriages, the crimes, the follies, the boundless bêtises” of his illustrious family and 
more importantly in his “single self,” the “personal quality” of his private identity.265  
The Prince’s alliance with the Verver millions is an attempt at greater independence as he 
tries to shrug off the heavy weight of his family’s past: “What was this so important step 
he had just taken but the desire for some new history that should, so far as possible, 
contradict, and even if need be flatly dishonor, the old?  If what had come to him 
wouldn’t do he must make something different.”266  He is also less interested in rules than 
the rest of the clan, and admits to Fanny early in the novel that his moral sense is like a 
crumbling staircase, so neglected and inconvenient he is not likely to use it.267  As a 
result, the Prince remains independent, on some level uncommitted, even once he has 
joined the Verver family.  As Fanny teases out, “to ‘get him back’ [Maggie] must have 
lost him, and to have lost him she must have had him… What I take her to be waking up 
to is the truth that all the while she really hasn’t had him.  Never.”268 
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The Prince comes around to Maggie’s side by participating in her style of 
manipulation.  Her euphoric realization of his choice comes when she sees he is keeping 
secrets from Charlotte.269  When Maggie recognizes that the Prince has taken up her 
tactics she understands he is now on her side.  The Prince demonstrates his conversion in 
his own moment of mind-reading: one of the most convoluted passages of the novel.  
When the Prince sees Maggie standing over the broken golden bowl, we get the dizzying 
construction “’Yes, look, look,’ she seemed to see him hear her say even while her 
sounded words were other.”270   Many critics have placed this point of view in Maggie’s 
consciousness; however, if “she seemed to see,” she seemed so to her viewer, the Prince, 
rather than to herself.  The subsequent passage of mind reading is grounded in the 
Prince’s mind rather than hers.  He has learned to see the world through Maggie’s eyes.   
Charlotte’s conversion is even more striking because of how loudly she trumpets 
her independence.  For most of the novel, Charlotte has well-defined desires and does her 
best to fulfill them, but her methods shift dramatically from beginning to end, moving 
through three phases.  During her shopping-trip with the Prince just before his wedding, 
Charlotte pursues her agenda through clear communication that acknowledges the 
Prince‘s boundaries.  As she announces her intention to see him alone and tell him her 
feelings, she stresses that the action is hers alone: “I don’t ask anything whatever of you”; 
“I don’t care, I think, whether you understand it or not”; “What you may think of me – 
that doesn’t in the least matter.”271  We have learned from Maggie that not asking for 
something may be a very effective way of getting it, but Charlotte’s tactics are quite 
different.  She articulates the limits of what she is and is not asking for, and she repeats 
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that her desires place the Prince under no obligation.  During her speech he recognizes 
that “she reaffirmed, and reaffirmed again, the truth that was her truth.”272  Once she has 
spoken this truth, which is her continuing desire for the Prince, the ball is in his court.  
After the Prince makes his own truth clear – that he is now committed to Maggie– the 
subject is closed for years, until changing relations (and Charlotte’s clearly stated desires) 
re-open it.   
 The second phase of Charlotte’s changing methods occurs when the Prince 
reasserts his loyalty to Maggie by withholding communication, and Charlotte is no longer 
sure whether she can get what she wants (the Prince) nor keep what she has (the Verver 
wealth).  Charlotte’s reaction to her uncertainty is a fascinating hybrid position between 
her earlier independence and her later ACOA-type behavior.  Charlotte pounces on 
Maggie with the most terrifying weapon, a direct question: “Have you any ground of 
complaint of me?  Is there any wrong you consider I’ve done you?  I feel at last that I’ve 
a right to ask you.”273  At first this sounds like Charlotte when we first met her, fearlessly 
willing to brave the potential unwelcome answer and reinforce her boundaries.    
However, in this case she asks the question to manipulate Maggie because she already 
knows the answer.  Maggie responds the only way she can, with terror and avoidance, 
hiding beneath her shawl and thinking “If she could but appear at all not afraid she might 
appear a little not ashamed – that is not ashamed to be afraid, which was the kind of 
shame that could be fastened on her, it being fear all the while that moved her.”274  
Maggie, suffocating in a web of fear and shame, gives her interlocutor what she wants in 
an ambiguous performative moment: “I accuse you – I accuse you of nothing.”275  In one 
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sense Charlotte continues to pursue her well-defined independent interests – now simply 
playing by the Ververs’ rules – but in another sense Charlotte and Maggie now have 
more in common, as both are motivated by a fear of the unknown. 
 Finally, Charlotte demonstrates her full conversion to the Verver system in the 
final scenes of the novel, as she prepares to depart for American City with Adam.  To 
remain faithful to the family Charlotte must put on a brave face and play the martyr for 
the greater good, manipulating others’ opinions to maintain the appearance of outward 
calm.  As Charlotte gives a tour of Adam’s collection, she “placed beyond doubt her 
cheerful submission to duty.”276  Charlotte has shifted her allegiance not, like Bob 
Assingham and the Prince, out of love or wonder, but out of fear.  She is afraid of 
returning to a life of poverty, and she is afraid of the inscrutable family that surrounds 
her.  Finally, Charlotte is trapped by a terror of abandonment and the unknown, the same 
forces that motivate Maggie throughout the novel.  Charlotte’s position is clear: Adam 
might as well be leading her by a leash, though Charlotte comes willingly. 277  Maggie 
imagines her (gleefully sadistic) father explaining why he needn’t drag her: 
“I lead her now by the neck, I lead her to her doom, and she doesn’t so 
much as know what it is, though she had a fear in her heart which, if you 
had the chances that I, as a husband, have, you would hear thump and 
thump and thump.  She thinks it may be, her doom, the awful place over 
there –awful for her; just as she’s afraid of so many other things that she 
sees multiplied all about her now as perils and portents.”278 (emphasis in 
original) 
 
This passage traces a familiar network of invasions: Maggie imagines that she can invade 
her father’s mind, that in his mind he imagines he can read Charlotte’s, and that Charlotte 
is ripe for manipulation because she is paralyzed by fear.  The silken halter Adam holds 
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is a strand of the Verver’s family web, which has finally caught her; the longer she 
adjusts her own desires to fit Adam’s and refrains from articulating her distinct feelings, 
the harder it will be to break the cord. 
 Ultimately, Charlotte toes the family line.  She maintains a façade of perfection to 
avoid conflict: Charlotte suggests that the plan to return to American City was hers all 
along, and she plays along with the fiction that Maggie’s behavior is threatening the 
marriages.279  This playacting is a comfort to both women because it protects them from 
the chaos the truth could unleash.  The scene is neatly parallel to the earlier staged 
conflict on the terrace: this time Charlotte is fearful, approached by the self-controlled 
Maggie.  Maggie imagines Charlotte’s fear that “[Maggie] has come to retract [her lie], to 
disown it and denounce it – to give me full in my face the truth instead.”280  In the Verver 
family, of course, such fears always prove unfounded.  There is one key difference 
between this scene and the earlier one, however.  Before, Charlotte lies and manipulates 
in service to her own desires, but here Charlotte lies and manipulates against her own best 
interest, in service to someone else’s desires.  She has become an enabler. She has 
become a Verver.   
 In the final moments before Adam and Maggie part, they stand together gazing at 
Charlotte.  As Maggie hears her father say “’She’s beautiful, she’s beautiful!’ her 
sensibility reported to her the shade of a new note.  It was all she may have wished, for it 
was, with a kind of speaking competence, the note of possession and control.”281  This 
discussion about Charlotte’s greatness and beauty has puzzled those readers for whom 
she is the novel’s villain.  However, in light of my reading we can see that only at the end 
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has Charlotte joined the fold.  At long last she serves as a fitting substitute for Maggie: 
mothering Adam and martyring herself, participating in helpful manipulation, 
maintaining a perfectly smooth façade.  Adam and Maggie recognize that Charlotte now 
matches the family aesthetic.  In this new reading of The Golden Bowl, the characters 
may still frustrate us, but the paradigm of family dysfunction allows us to indulge a 
greater patience.  Like Tóibín’s Henry James, the characters are “both good and bad to 
the extent that neither of those words could mean anything.”  Moral judgments are 
irrelevant, and the real protagonist of The Golden Bowl is the powerful, systemic 
dysfunction that draws all into its web. 
 The Master’s fictional Henry James looks back to the childhood experiences that 
formed him, and he looks forward to the unwritten novels like The Golden Bowl, in 
which the germs of his life will blossom into fictions.  Tóibín accepts as a given that 
James’s texts are inextricably linked to his biography, but The Master’s gentle, neutral 
prose also insists that this link will not prove the answer to all of our analytical questions.  
Rather, the biographical key Tóibín reveals is a pattern of gaps and absences that speak to 
a predictable family pattern of behavior, in which quiet manipulation is preferable to 
assertive action, in which the unknown is preferable to the known.  On one hand, this 
realization brings us closer to Henry James and his difficult characters, just as Tóibín’s 
third-person narration allows us to feel, for a moment, sympathetic engagement with 
James the character; on the other hand, it assures us with frustrating persistence that we 
will never get to the bottom of Henry James. 
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Speaking in James:   
Cynthia Ozick’s “Dictation” and The Jolly Corner 
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[Consciousness] at least contained the 
world, and could handle and criticize it, 
could play with it and deride it; it had that 
superiority. 
   -Henry James282 
 
 
A medium is a medium is a medium.  As the 
sentence says, there is no difference between 
occult and technological media.  
   -Friedrich Kittler283 
 
 
Colm Tóibín and Cynthia Ozick are both drawn to the same mystery: the origin of 
James’s unique style.  Tóibín looks to James’s life for sources, tracing a biographical 
narrative that both accounts for the author’s personality and forges links between 
formative moments and the late fictions.  He is interested in James’s legacy, considering 
how critics have portrayed the master and what fiction might do to establish a morally-
neutral and historically-accurate approach to his character.  Cynthia Ozick’s 2008 novella 
“Dictation” is less beholden to biographical facts; though the history Ozick invents is 
familiar, her tale is joyfully aware of its own inaccuracies.  But that is not to say that 
Ozick is uninterested in history: “Dictation” highlights the power of changing cultures 
and technologies to shape literary discourse.  Tóibín’s James and his characters are subtle 
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manipulators who can control the text and one another, but Ozick’s James faces more 
open threats: his authority is challenged by his literary adversaries and by the text’s mode 
of production.  “Dictation” shifts the focus away from James’s biography and toward the 
status of authorship in James’s era and today.  Ozick creates a nuanced portrait of the 
artistic consciousness: fractured and threatened, but also ravenous and almost infinitely 
powerful.   
“Dictation” weaves a tale of literary intrigue around the composition of Henry 
James’s psychological ghost story The Jolly Corner (1908).284  Ozick is drawn to the tale 
because it showcases the talent that she believes makes Henry James the Master: the art 
of teasing out psychological nuance and instilling it with a pressing, terrifying 
immediacy.  This talent is also what makes James, for her, the modernist with the most 
contemporary relevance.  In “What Henry James Knew,” Ozick explains that while other 
modernist innovators – she names Joyce, Proust, Woolf, Pound and Eliot as examples – 
have been absorbed into literary culture and may still please us but cannot shock us, with 
Henry James alone “the sensation of mysteriousness does not attenuate; it thickens.  As 
the years accumulate, James becomes, more and more compellingly, our contemporary, 
our urgency.”285  The Jolly Corner is itself deserving of praise, she suggests, because its 
sublime suspense, psychological precision and indeterminate meaning are exactly what 
makes James great; but of even more interest is a second-order mystery: why is a story 
like this still so vitally relevant a century later? 
“Dictation,” published exactly one hundred years after Henry James’s The Jolly 
Corner, unwrites its predecessor.  A fictional Theodora Bosanquet wrests authority away 
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from Henry James by tampering with the manuscript of The Jolly Corner, inserting a 
snippet of Joseph Conrad’s alien voice, which no one – including James himself - ever 
notices.  Both novellas are tales of doubles.  Both are set at roughly the same historical 
moment, the inside and outside of the same text.  And both describe permeable minds, 
susceptible to invasion and control.  In The Jolly Corner Spencer Brydon wonders what 
makes him himself, rather than another, while in “Dictation,” Henry James wonders what 
makes his literary voice his own; the answers are much the same.  Ozick, like her 
protagonist Theodora Bosanquet, simultaneously reveres James and refuses to let him 
stand in the way of her own ambitions: she does not mimic The Jolly Corner but pursues 
a different project.  Most critics of The Jolly Corner read it as a tale about the limitation 
of personality for good or ill, as Spencer Brydon looks at the other alternatives for his life 
and decides “I will not be that.”  It is a story about a mind shaping itself through 
exclusion.  “Dictation” considers another creative mind, that of Henry James at the height 
of his powers, as he dictates fiction in the late style and prepares The New York Edition.  
“Dictation” challenges the view of Henry James – and by extension, of Spencer Brydon – 
as a discrete personality capable of exerting mastery.   
In the preface to The Golden Bowl, Henry James reflects upon his decision to 
undertake the revisionary project of The New York Edition.  He describes the artist re-
reading his earlier work as a sort of hothouse gardener; as he flips through the old book, a 
new version of the tale is “a flower that blooms by a law of its own… in the very heart of 
the gathered sheaf; it is there already, at any moment.”286  The gardener catches its scent, 
and all that is left is to coax the bloom into blossoming.  In The Jolly Corner, Spencer 
119 
 
 
 
Brydon senses “a strange alter ego deep down somewhere within me, as the full-blown 
flower is in the small tight bud.”287  The two forced blooms point to a connection 
between the text and the life, raising questions about how much control the gardener can 
hope to have over the flower, and whether texts and lives might be susceptible or resistant 
to control in the same ways, or to the same degree.  The text, like the life, always 
“belongs” to the author, who never need “finish” it.  James does not question his 
autonomy over his texts; he claims that in contrast to ephemeral actions, when “literary 
deeds… go forth into the world and stray even in the desert, they don’t to the same extent 
lose themselves: their attachment and reference to us, however strained, needn’t 
necessarily lapse – while of the tie that binds us to them we may make almost anything 
we like.”288  It is the author’s right to disavow his earlier texts, as James did with those 
that do not appear in the The New York Edition, but he may reassert his claim to them 
and his power over them whenever he wishes. 
“Dictation” is primarily concerned with questions about the power and rights of 
the artistic consciousness.  Ozick is not content to accept unquestioned James’s 
ownership of the text, and her novella does test James’s mastery.  But as it does so it 
acknowledges that James, the master-artist of consciousness, is Ozick’s inevitable model 
and guide; “Dictation” challenges James’s authority by bowing to it.  In Thinking in 
Henry James, Sharon Cameron defines James’s “mastery” in a number of ways that 
reflect increasing degrees of control.  First consciousness “masters” the objects of its 
perception by transforming them through analysis or creative re-envisioning in fiction.  
Then, consciousness “masters” mastery by identifying the rules by which consciousness 
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performs these transformations.  Finally, mastery attempts “to master consciousness 
itself, to rethink or revise what thinking is.”289  For Cameron, James’s novels offer 
contradictory models of consciousness that do not resolve into one theory or narrative of 
evolution: consciousness may be contained within one individual; may exist in the space 
between individuals but owned by neither; may extend from one mind into the mind of 
another to read or determine the other’s thoughts; and may even detach from the self, 
liberated to operate without an agent.  “Dictation” echoes the master’s project, as 
Cameron explains it.  As Ozick imagines James composing The Jolly Corner, she asks 
whether the artistic consciousness exists in one mind, between minds, or perhaps 
nowhere at all.   
As the title suggests, “Dictation” focuses on the site of composition.  A creative 
writer imagines the words, and a physical writer types letters onto the page: James’s 
voice is transmitted across space, through Theodora Bosanquet and the Remington before 
it reaches the page.  Consciousness does not exist in a neutral space between them; James 
“masters” Bosanquet as his language takes over her mind and body during the moment of 
composition.   The phenomenon may have seemed personal for Cynthia Ozick, who 
remembers feeling possessed by the elderly Henry James when she was twenty-two: 
“Even without close examination,” she muses, “you could see the light glancing off my 
pate; you could see my heavy chin, my watch-chain, my walking stick, my tender 
paunch.”290  She describes James as an invading demon, but Ozick was a victim of 
James’s literary influence, not the man himself.  The historical Theodora Bosanquet 
imagined she was literally possessed by the ghost of Henry James, that by annihilating 
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her consciousness in automatic-writing trance states she could record James’s dictation 
from the spirit world.  But, Ozick suggests, Henry James is controlled as well, by forces 
that limit the possibilities of his discourse.  The Jolly Corner is all about the influence of 
such pressures: the Spencer Brydon shaped by America is unrecognizable to the Spencer 
Brydon shaped by Europe: the external circumstances of environment, acquaintance, 
culture and habit have altered both body and personality so extensively, they share no 
“immutable character.”291 
“Dictation” offers three distinct views of the artistic consciousness: the sovereign 
author inscribes his consciousness directly into the text, the author and the text are both 
products of cultural forces, or the attribution of authorship is dependent on a powerful 
mind’s gendered position in relation to the text.  All three possibilities place the mind in 
opposition to some challenge: an autonomous adversary, a controlling discourse, or the 
voice of an annihilating other.  Challenges to authorship translate into a challenge for the 
reader, because each case leads to a mutually-exclusive reading of The Jolly Corner.292  
The resulting analytical indeterminacy denies readers the sort of mastery over The Jolly 
Corner that Cameron defines as the first level of consciousness, but it is the appropriately 
fantastic reading of James’s supernatural narrative and it reflects the contradictory 
motivations that draw contemporary authors to write about James. 
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I.  The Sovereign Author and the Menacing Double 
Cynthia Ozick crafts competing authors in “Dictation,” each of whom claims total 
control over his literary style and the texts he produces.  Her fictional Henry James and 
Joseph Conrad enjoy a long friendship, and they carry on a thirteen-year-long debate 
about the relationship between personality and style.  The men agree that the author has a 
unique inner self, but they disagree on whether it is exposed on the written page: Conrad 
insists that his confessional fictions lay him bare, while James counters that “the artist 
multiplies his confessions, thereby concealing his inmost self.”293  It is hard not to see 
The Jolly Corner as an autobiographical text.  James wrote it after his own middle-aged 
return visit to America from an established expatriation in Europe, and he, like Brydon, 
was struck by the modernity of the American landscape.  Ozick’s James would argue that 
it is nevertheless difficult to pinpoint the author in the novella, since the reader can find 
him in both the European Brydon and the narrator; perhaps even the American double 
and Alice Staverton bear traces of their creator.  The evasive author remains out of reach 
within the resulting web of contradictions, and the text comes to resemble a fragmented 
version of his personality.  In The Varieties of Religious Experience Henry’s brother 
William describes a personality type he calls a “divided self,” the curse of a self-obsessed 
heterogeneous nature, torn between incompatible desires.  Brydon’s doubled selves 
illustrate opposing values, and the protagonist is cursed by his egotistical self-awareness.  
As Ozick’s self-conscious James tries to hide himself, The Jolly Corner becomes James’s 
externalized “divided self.” 
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 Spencer Brydon and Henry James participate in similar authorial projects.  
Brydon is reassessing his life, nostalgically returning to the places of his past and 
imagining an alternate version of his present: if he had but stayed in America, he thinks, 
perhaps he would have been powerful and wealthy, the giant bloom rather than the tight 
blighted bud.  Debroah Esch suggests Brydon’s problems are those of an author.  Rather 
than putting thoughts down on paper, Brydon is engaging in prosopopoeia, making an 
abstraction into a physical reality as “all the old baffled foresworn possibilities” become 
embodied as a menacing man.294  Esch points out that the analogy of hunting big game, 
which Brydon uses to characterize his search through the house, is the same analogy 
James uses in the preface to The Golden Bowl to describe the pleasure he feels when he 
writes.  As he wrote The Jolly Corner, Henry James participated in projects similar to 
Brydon’s: in The New York Edition he tried to set the terms of his textual and critical 
legacy; in his memoirs he tried to set the terms of his biographical legacy.  As Ozick’s 
fictional James revises his earlier work, he begins to wonder what it would mean if his 
old friend Conrad were right: if the writer’s personality is wrapped up in his words 
somehow, does James’s late style reflect some change to his innermost self?295  If he 
writes a different text, does that mean he is a different man?  Could he, like Brydon, 
choose to redefine himself?   
 Both “Dictation” and The Jolly Corner challenge the fantasy of an author’s 
perfect control by placing him in the presence of other writers with competing 
philosophies.  Ozick places James’s view of sovereign authorship within an environment 
of mostly-friendly competition; James and Conrad define themselves in relation to the 
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other, and other talented writers like H.G. Wells, Stephen Crane, Ford Madox Hueffer, 
and Edmund Gosse crowd the British seaside towns near Rye, England.  Most explicitly, 
of course, Ozick’s fictional Theodora Bosanquet undermines Henry James by 
manipulating the manuscript of The Jolly Corner, inserting an alien passage.  James and 
Conrad would see her act as literary vandalism, but the fictional Bosanquet commits 
textual subterfuge in pursuit of aesthetic beauty: 
Even God, faced with tohu vavohu, welter and waste, formlessness and 
void, thought it suitable to introduce light and dark, day and night: the 
seamlessness of disparity.  Or regard the mosaic maker, painstakingly 
choosing one tessera to set beside another, in a glorious pattern of 
heretofore unimagined juxtapositions… Like twinned with unlike is 
beauty’s shock.  And beauty, as Theodora knows, is eternal.296 
 
In one sense Bosanquet is Ozick’s representative in the text: both women manipulate 
James to their artistic ends, both set him against Conrad to create an effect.  In another 
sense Bosanquet is more radical than her creator; the fictional amanuensis is an 
impersonal bricoleur whose art – a sort of assemblage – is closer to Dada than James.297  
Ozick fills her novella with juxtaposed doubles, like paired with unlike: rough family 
man Conrad and refined celibate James, virginal timid Lilian Hallowes and seductive 
ambitious Theodora Bosanquet, the salt-sprayed world of The Secret Sharer and the 
empty indoor spaces of The Jolly Corner.  The resulting narrative is not a post-humanist 
mosaic, however, but a struggle between equally-matched, autonomous combatants.  
Ozick’s juxtaposition is an appropriate homage to The Jolly Corner; Spencer Brydon 
finds his apparition sublimely thrilling because the hunted is an uncanny other, perfectly 
matched with the hunter.  
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 When style is linked to ego, the failure or comparative failure of a text is a 
judgment of the self, and another’s success may be an implicit challenge to one’s deeply 
personal style.  Ozick chooses to illustrate these anxieties from the perspective of Conrad, 
the younger acolyte and initially unproven talent.  Conrad is awed by James, but he 
secretly shares the judgment of many of James’s critics: that while James’s writing is 
perfect in a civilized and technical way, his finely “chiseled” characters are “when you 
came down to it, stone.”298  Conrad, in an appropriately Jamesian move, attempts to read 
his competitor’s mind and discern James’s secret judgment of his own writing.  He 
speculates James will fix on the opposite characteristic: Conrad’s lack of precision, 
needlessly complicated structures and “ungoverned verbiage.”299  Conrad feels certain he 
can discern James’s judgment, but Ozick withholds confirmation.  If her fictional James 
is threatened or anxious we do not hear of it: the most we see of his inner life is that he is 
lonely, and uncomfortable around Conrad’s noisy son.  The fictional James’s attitude 
toward Conrad is one of respect, but a respect that acknowledges great difference.  When 
he reads Conrad’s first novel “James saw something extraordinary in it, even beyond the 
robustness of style and subject: he saw shrewdness, he saw fervency, he saw intuition, he 
saw authority; he saw, in rougher circumstance, humanity.  In a way, he saw a 
psychological simulacrum of himself – and in a Polish seaman!”300  Against Conrad’s 
open anxiety, James’s respectful self-possession reinforces a sense of his mastery, but 
“Dictation” nevertheless establishes the two men as equals. 
A more likely possibility for James’s fictionalized double would have been his 
brother William, since their lifelong debate over style plays on the rhetoric of dictation, 
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telepathy and power that characterize “Dictation.”  Perhaps William and Henry are too 
opposed (“Your methods and my ideals seem the reverse, the one of the other,” wrote 
William301), with written styles so different that a fictional Bosanquet would never find a 
way to interweave them.  William’s connection to The Jolly Corner was forged long 
before James wrote it, when the brothers were young boys living in Paris, walking the 
city streets alone or with their tutor, visiting the Louvre and other museums so William 
could sketch the artwork there.  Many critics have noted one potential source of The Jolly 
Corner is a dream that James describes in A Small Boy and Others, in which dream-
James comes face to face with an apparition in the Gallery d’Apollon in the Louvre.302  In 
the dream, James has been fleeing from a terrifying figure and passes through an open 
door, which he shuts against his pursuer and leans against with all his strength.   As he 
braces himself there, wild with fear, dream-James is struck by the thought that he may be 
more frightening than his pursuer.  On that impulse he forces open the door, and is 
shocked to find that he was right: the apparition is terrified, racing away from him 
through the high empty hall as flashes of lightning illuminate the familiar shapes and 
shadows of the gallery.  The Gallery d’Apollon represents for young James the height of 
glory, a term that encompasses “not only beauty and art and supreme design, but history 
and fame and power, the world in fine raised to the richest and noblest expression.”303  
He faces his pursuer in the very cathedral of style.  In Leon Edel’s reading of the dream, 
the apparition is William, who stood beside Henry, sketchpad in hand, as the younger 
brother absorbed his first impressions of this space, and who spurred Henry toward 
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greatness through their lifelong competition and intellectual exchange.304  In that case, the 
dream is a tale of fraternal competition, not least in the arena of writing. 
“Dictation” accepts the familiar portrait of James as master of his craft, but both 
Ozick and the historical Bosanquet recognize that the strangeness of his style is the 
source of both his glory and his vulnerability to criticism like William’s and Joseph 
Conrad’s.  In her memoir Bosanquet writes that by the time she was working with James 
in 1909, his speech had become “so inveterately characteristic that his questions to a 
railway clerk about a ticket or to a fishmonger about a lobster, might easily be recognized 
as coined in the same mint as his addresses to the Academic Committee of the Royal 
Society of Literature.”305  James’s unique style has made him vulnerable to parody during 
his lifetime and to novelizations during ours, though the project is difficult to execute 
well; the most successful contemporary fictions – Ozick’s included – give the merest nod 
to Jamesian syntax and remain firmly fixed in their own authors’ styles.   Ozick points 
out that though we can mimic James, few want to.  In a 1985 essay “The Question of Our 
Speech: The Return to Aural Culture,” Ozick reflects on James’s June 8, 1905 Bryn 
Mawr commencement address, in which the master exhorted the graduates to protect 
spoken English in the potentially hostile American environment of non-native speakers.  
James hoped that his audience would find “guardians of the sacred flame” to follow but 
confessed he could not suggest a model.306  Ozick wonders who would be a better model 
than Henry James himself, but she recognizes his style was impractical and reflects that 
young Americans in the early twentieth century were about as likely to imitate his speech 
as Romans would have been likely to imitate the Odes of Horace.307  Ironically, Ozick 
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mimics James’s style even as she argues its eccentric impracticality: “James’s English 
had become, by this time, an invention of his own fashioning, so shaded, so leafy, so 
imbricated, so brachiate, so filigreed, as to cast a thousand momentary ornamental 
obscurities.”308  “Brachiate” speech branches out to explore multiple possibilities just as 
Spencer Brydon’s path branches into different lives, and these multiplicities may 
illuminate or obscure.  James’s characteristic strangeness leaves him open to criticism, 
even, at times, from his staunchest supporters.  Theodora Bosanquet recorded in her diary 
on January 13, 1915 that the draft of James’s The Sense of the Past rests upon a 
“psychically impossible” idea, but she complains “I’m coming more and more to the 
conviction that he doesn’t really face and solve his problems, anyway not his problems of 
possibility, he trusts to his technique to obscure the fact that they are there at all.”309  
William is, perhaps, James’s most familiar critic.  In one oft-quoted passage, 
William admonishes his brother’s late style:  “But why won’t you, just to please Brother, 
sit down and write a new book, with no twilight or mustiness in the plot, with great vigor 
and decisiveness in the action, no fencing in the dialogue, no psychological 
commentaries, and absolute straightness in the style?  Publish it in my name, I will 
acknowledge it, and give you half the proceeds.”310  William would prefer that James 
adopt his own writing style, and he suggests it in the context of a plan that would 
disempower his brother, using Henry’s toil to benefit William’s reputation and finances.   
While dream-Henry vanquishes his opponent in a symbolic moment of stylistic mastery, 
in life William often seemed to have the upper hand.  In one strange instance, F.W.H. 
Myers arranged for William James’s essay “A Record of Observations of Certain 
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Phenomena of Trance” to be read before an 1890 meeting of the London Society for 
Psychical Research, and asked the nearest James at hand – Henry – if he would be so 
kind as to read it.  Henry agreed to serve as the instrument for his absent brother’s 
words.311  Any student of the James brothers can appreciate the uncanny strangeness of 
Henry speaking aloud in William’s straightforward style.  In the fraternal stylistic power 
struggle this moment was a victory for William.  The Jolly Corner rewrites the Gallery 
d’Apollon dream in reverse; while dream-Henry wins the day, his stand-in Spencer 
Brydon is disempowered, fleeing his virile double.  If the double is a stand-in for William 
or some other aesthetic opponent, then Brydon’s independence at the end of the novella is 
still a partial victory, and his rejection of the American double is a courageous act that 
protects his autonomy against the competing values of the other.  In the two narratives, as 
in life, it is unclear which brother comes out on top.   
In The Jolly Corner, Brydon and his double are neither competing brothers nor 
competing authors; they are in some strange sense the same man.  The central question 
therefore is not strictly speaking who wins, but whether Brydon’s choice to reject his 
double is a successful resolution, or whether acceptance or assimilation would have been 
preferable.  The double’s threatening sameness adds to the sense that the novella is an 
adventure trapped within one man’s divided mind.  Both James brothers wrote 
extensively about the consciousness, and I draw on the terminology of both to describe 
the landscape of Brydon’s mind.  Brydon certainly begins the story more interested in the 
dramas of his own mind than in interpersonal connections.  Brydon is detached from his 
family, failing to return for the deaths or funerals of any of the other occupants of the 
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house on the jolly corner.  He enjoys the company of his flattering companion Alice 
Staverton, but seems not to consider the possibility she might care for him.  Many critics 
have pointed to Spencer Brydon’s defining self-obsession, which he reveals as soon as he 
opens his mouth.  In the tale’s opening lines Brydon tells Alice that even if he tried to tell 
people what he thought of all the modern developments that have taken place in America 
during his absence, “my ‘thoughts’ would still be almost altogether about something that 
concerns only myself.”312  Soon Alice and the reader learn what this “something” is: 
Brydon’s obsession with how he might have turned out had he remained in America 
rather than living his “selfish frivolous scandalous life” in Europe.313  He confesses the 
curiosity is “mere vain egoism” that proves “the habit of too selfishly thinking,” and 
Alice confirms “you don’t care for anything but yourself.”314  Brydon’s selfishness nearly 
kills him, when the doubled mirror image of two selves finally meet face to face.   
William and Henry, in their different ways, were both scholars of the mind, and 
they offer views of the consciousness that spur conflicting readings of The Jolly Corner.  
In William’s Principles of Psychology and Henry’s metaphysical essay “Is There a Life 
After Death?” the brothers agree that consciousness is continuous, unique and supremely 
personal.315  William writes that each thought must be owned by one mind, and no 
thought may pass through the boundary between minds.  He offers a fascinating gay 
example of Peter and Paul awakening in the same bed and each easily reconnecting with 
his own stream of thought: Peter only finds Peter’s memories, and Paul only finds 
Paul’s.316  Henry’s essay doesn’t consider the mystery of a man moving from sleep into 
waking, but the possibility of awakening from death into an afterlife.  The essay, like The 
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Jolly Corner, is located at the intersection of psychology and the occult.  Henry thinks 
“The question [of the afterlife] is of the personal experience, of course, of another 
existence; of its being I my very self, and you, definitely, and he and she, who resume 
and go on, and not of unthinkable substitutes or metamorphoses.”317  The continuous and 
unique mind that defines one’s sense of self during life is the only basis on which James 
can imagine any sort of afterlife.  From this starting point that the brothers share, the 
supremely personal consciousness may take at least two forms: fittingly, perhaps, 
William James provides the foundation for an adversarial, fractured view of the mind, 
while Henry James provides the foundation for the inclusive, expansive view.   
In Principles, William allows that in special circumstances a single self might 
fracture into two or more parts that are unaware of one another318: he offers examples of a 
sleeping mother who is insensible to all but her baby’s cry, or of hypnotic subjects whose 
waking and trance selves possess mutually exclusive knowledge.319  In an automatic 
writing trance, he writes, the main personality can feel everything except the hand 
moving the planchette, and the sub-personality moving the planchette can feel only the 
hand and not the rest of the body.320  If this view of consciousness is true of Spencer 
Brydon, then the European Brydon could be the “main personality,” and the American 
Brydon could be a “sub-personality.”  We might then read the tale as many critics have: 
the apparition is an abjected or unconscious part of Brydon’s split consciousness, which 
Brydon must continue to suppress in order to protect his unified selfhood.  Shalyn 
Claggett has argued that “the final scene is ‘redemptive’ or ‘felicitous’ only insofar as it 
is a dramatic rendering of the necessity of a certain kind of ignorance,”321 and that the 
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only way Brydon could survive as a unified subject is to reject his double at the end.  Eric 
Savoy and Lynda Zwinger both use Kristeva’s definition of the abject to explain the 
double, which Savoy calls “that which must be, yet cannot be, refused and expelled to 
sustain the ego’s coherence.”322  If we begin by considering Brydon the main personality, 
then whether the threat comes from outside of Brydon (a hostile figure from another 
dimension, which may stand in for James’s competitive brother), or whether the threat 
comes from within Brydon (a part of his split consciousness, no matter its significance), 
then Brydon’s decision to reject the apparition is the right decision.  He protects his 
sovereign consciousness from invasion or domination. 
Henry offers another view of the personal consciousness, which demands a 
different reading of the tale: he argues the mind is infinite since it not only perceives the 
finite world but analyzes and judges it as well; the artist’s mind is particularly talented in 
this regard, absorbing willingly – even ravenously – the flood of sensations that assault it, 
not only accepting but transforming those sensations.323  James marvels at the proportion 
of mental life that has no practical bearing on reality, a “magnificent waste” of which 
only the artist will be fully aware.324  The artist is sensitive to the limitless potential of his 
mind, which he experiences in terms that James makes literal in his gothic novella: “the 
enormous multiplication of our possible relations with [the universe],” or “the aggression 
of infinite modes of being.”325  James’s language veers into the spiritual or occult; when 
his own artistic mind brushes the edges of its known capacity, perceiving and creating at 
the height of its powers, James feels himself dipped into a “fountain of being,” emerging 
“all scented with universal sources.”326  James acknowledges that he can only know the 
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mind from his own perspective, as an artist, and cannot speculate about others’ 
experiences.  Dana J. Ringuette has argued that this essay, with its vision of an evolving, 
analytical mind, bears a clear relation to the self-reflective and revisionary projects James 
pursued at the time of its writing.327  I would suggest that this moment in James’s life 
bore witness to the same tensions as The Jolly Corner: James’s New York Edition 
revisions attempt to fix his textual legacy but at the same time acknowledge that the 
authorial mind never stops evolving; James’s memoirs try to fix the meaning of his life, 
but his essay is eager to embrace the infinite unknown of the afterlife. Just so, Spencer 
Brydon is caught between opposing drives to reject and pursue the specter of his unlived 
life.   
 James’s earliest experiences of his artistic mind were those boyhood perceptions 
of Parisian style and beauty in the Louvre, and his education was emotional as well as 
aesthetic.  He remembers his sense of taste developed naturally at that time simply 
through exposure to art, and he felt for the first time an instinctual “love-philtre or a fear-
philtre” that would produce within him a response to what he saw.328    He remembers the 
experience tinted with “bliss” but also with a sense of “alarm” that came from aesthetic 
overstimulation; later, whenever he remembers this time in his life he recalls that 
particular blend of fear and pleasure.  Spencer Brydon experiences the mixture of bliss 
and alarm as he tracks the apparition through the house on the jolly corner, and the 
intensification of this feeling correlates to an expansion of consciousness that becomes 
increasingly inclusive.   
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Brydon begins from an empowered position, feeling great pleasure but little fear: 
when he begins the hunt he believes he is the first man to strike fear into the heart of a 
ghost.329  At this point, when Brydon thinks he “probably enjoy[ed] a consciousness 
unique in the experience of man,” his “consciousness” only reflects a static knowledge of 
his personal power.330  When he returns after three nights away, Brydon has a sense that 
his double is now pursuing him to prove the folly of his earlier arrogance.331  Standing at 
the bottom of a staircase, Brydon breaks into a sweat when he senses the apparition is 
holding its ground at the top; his certainty “marked none the less a prodigious thrill, a 
thrill that represented sudden dismay, no doubt, but also represented, and with the 
selfsame throb, the strangest, the most joyous, possibly the next minute almost the 
proudest, duplication of consciousness” (emphasis mine).332  Out of a thrilling elixir of 
dismay, joy and pride, Brydon’s consciousness splits in two.  Brydon and his double have 
traded places in the pursuit, but Brydon does not simply trade confidence for fear: he 
feels simultaneous “terror and applause.”333  Brydon thinks at first the applause is relief 
that his double is man enough to stop skulking around and turn to fight, but it is more 
than that; Brydon suspects he “tasted probably of a sensation more complex than had ever 
before found itself consistent with sanity.”334  In this moment Brydon identifies as both 
versions of himself: “so rejoicing that he could, in another form, actively inspire that fear, 
and simultaneously quaking for the form in which he might passively know it.”335  For a 
moment, Brydon possesses both of these “forms,” or, perhaps, he exists in the space 
between them.  Later that night Brydon comes upon a closed door that he is certain he 
had left open, and he realizes that his double must have shut himself into this room that 
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offers no other egress.  At this moment Brydon’s consciousness again stretches, and the 
narrator takes a step back from the protagonist’s center of consciousness: “Ah this time at 
last they were, the two, the opposed projections of him, in presence” (emphasis mine).336  
From outside Brydon’s personal drama the reader can see “the opposed projections of 
him” are equivalent: neither figure is primary, and it may be little more than an accident 
of fate that we look over Brydon’s shoulder in this universe rather than the apparition’s in 
the other.  Perhaps a full account of Brydon’s consciousness must encompass both of 
these experiences.  What is this moment but an “enormous multiplication of our possible 
relations with [the universe]”?  
 Up until this point Brydon appears to share the sort of courageous artistic 
consciousness his creator celebrates, but at the closed door he balks.  In the Gallery 
d’Apollon, dream-James throws open the door, faces the apparition and claims his 
mastery; in the house on the jolly corner, Brydon cannot.  Brydon believes that his 
“consciousness” is at fault here, though he defines the term differently than James does: 
“Oh to have this consciousness was to think – and to think, Brydon knew, as he stood 
there, was, with the lapsing moments, not to have acted!  Not to have acted – that was the 
misery and the pang – was even still not to act...  How long did he pause and how long 
did he debate?”337  Brydon’s mind is not grasping, absorbing, analyzing and creating; it is 
trapped in a loop of empty speculation.  His consciousness is not fruitfully split into 
simultaneous terror and applause, but divided against itself.  At last, as a result of his 
inaction, “the situation itself had turned” on its own and he loses the power of choice.338  
After he flees to the bottom of the stairs and faces the apparition Brydon again first 
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bravely faces the knowledge he has tried to flee: “So Brydon, before him, took him in; 
with every fact of him now, in the higher light, hard and acute,” but eventually “looking 
away from it in dismay and denial, falling straight from his height of sublimity.”339  
Brydon holds to that denial when he awakens, and insists that the apparition is not his 
double.   
 Ozick’s Henry James, hiding in plain sight in the pages of a narrative that 
multiplies its author’s confessions, creates a text that is internally divided, as is Spencer 
Brydon.  At the end of The Jolly Corner Brydon has rejected the American alternative 
and returned to a single, unified personality.  William would argue that the ending marks 
a successful conversion of a previously sick “divided self.”  For William any change to 
the divided personality that inaugurates “a firmness, stability and equilibrium succeeding 
a period of storm and stress and inconsistency” is a success, no matter whether the 
change was caused by religious conversion, synthesis, or, as in Brydon’s case, the 
exclusion of one of the parts.  As we have seen, many critics agree with William’s 
assessment.  Henry’s writing on the artistic mind and his youthful inspiration for the tale, 
however, suggest that sublime friction and inclusive absorption are the ideal for which 
Brydon must strive: his unity is insufficient.  Alice Staverton’s serene acceptance of both 
alternatives provides a counterexample within the text against which we might judge 
Brydon’s close-mindedness. 
 If The Jolly Corner is an allegory for fraternal or artistic rivals, or an allegory for 
William’s vision of the fractured individual consciousness, then Brydon is right to reject 
his other self.  If The Jolly Corner is an experiment in Henry’s conception of the limitless 
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artistic mind, then Brydon is wrong to reject his other self.  Though one naturally may 
want to support Henry’s reading of his own text, there is no simple way to choose 
between them, and perhaps we should not choose.  Henry James wrote this tale twice, a 
mirrored doubled narrative.  In the Gallery d’Apollon, Henry is the figure in the closed 
room, who enters as the hunted but emerges as the hunter, while his threatening double 
changes from confident to fearful.  In The Jolly Corner the pattern reverses: the European 
Brydon, Henry’s stand-in, is the one that moves from confidence to fear, while the 
threatening double (William, perhaps) closes himself in the room as the hunted and 
emerges as hunter.  What could be more fitting than to remain trapped in an impasse 
between two juxtaposed readings?  Both approaches grow out of a view of the intensely 
personal consciousness and of the masterful, adversarial author, a view that Ozick creates 
in the power struggle between her fictional Henry James and Joseph Conrad.   
 
 
II. The Typewriter and the Discourse Network 
The all-powerful authorial imagination, capable of translating its vision directly to 
the page, is only one possibility Ozick presents in “Dictation.”  The fictional Theodora 
Bosanquet’s plot succeeds, which means Ozick’s James is unable to recognize Conrad’s 
style woven into The Jolly Corner, just as Ozick’s Conrad fails to recognize James’s style 
hidden in The Secret Sharer.  What then of style’s connection to a supremely personal 
consciousness?  The fictional Henry James is surrounded not only by other creative 
minds, but by a textual mode of production that exerts some force over the text he 
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produces.  Perhaps the shift from handwriting to dictation altered James’s and Conrad’s 
styles in a similar way.  Ozick suggests the influence of cultural powers on a larger scale 
as well, a force that inspired both James and Conrad to write stories at the same time 
about the same theme.  When Ozick’s Bosanquet explains that James’s current project is 
about “a double, a man appalled by the encroachment of a second self,” Hallowes 
responds with awe: could it be a coincidence that Conrad is similarly embarked, or is a 
larger force at work?340  The success of Bosanquet’s plot suggests the author has a much 
smaller degree of control over the work of art than Ozick’s James and Conrad would like 
to believe.  Instead of the almost infinitely-powerful mind containing the world and 
controlling style, perhaps the mind itself is a text, written upon by much larger cultural 
forces that may shape or even erase the subject. 
“Dictation” and The Jolly Corner are both products of the pressures that 
surrounded their composition.  In Discourse Networks 1800/1900 German media scholar 
Friedrich A. Kittler offers a new mode of literary scholarship that discounts interiority 
and suggests that literature – and indeed the subjects that produce and consume it – are 
the products of external factors like technology and institutionalized pedagogy.  In a 
brilliant foreword David E. Wellbery explains that this approach “replaces the 
foundational notion of praxis (the materialist version of subjective agency) with that of 
training.  Culture is just that: the regimen that bodies pass through; the reduction of 
randomness, impulse, forgetfulness; the domestication of an animal.”341  The power to 
limit options, in that case, does not belong to Spencer Brydon or to Henry James, but to 
the culture that “domesticated” them.   
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Ozick writes about the influence of technology on her own experience and within 
the textual world of “Dictation.”  In her lifetime Ozick experienced two distinct 
technological cultures: the first the aural culture of the telephone and television, and the 
second the ephemeral and isolating culture of the computer.  Technological nostalgia 
seems to propel her narrative backward to explore the impact of the typewriter on James 
and Conrad, a technology so powerful that in the novella it pulses with an otherworldly 
magic.  Kittler suggests that in James’s time the individual himself was a machine 
designed to run machines, and the brain is a delicate instrument capable of 
malfunctioning.  Within The Jolly Corner’s fictional world it is easy enough to identify 
competing cultures and the influence they exert on the individual.  The heart of 
determinism in James’s novella, however, is a moment of trauma that sparks repetitions 
outside Brydon’s – and arguably James’s – control.  My second reading of The Jolly 
Corner asks whether both Spencer Brydon and his creator might suffer from some 
malfunction that forces them to return, unwillingly, to an original site of trauma that 
echoes outward in an expanding ring of uncanny textual and real-life repetitions. 
 In this reading, individuals are not controlling authors; now they are machines run 
by larger forces, or they are texts written upon by something else.  In The Jolly Corner, as 
Brydon acknowledges the impact of experience on himself and his friend Alice 
Staverton, he compares people to texts: “They had communities of knowledge, ‘their’ 
knowledge (this discriminating possessive was always on her lips) of presences of the 
other age, presences all overlaid, in his case, by the experience of a man and the freedom 
of a wanderer, overlaid by pleasure, by infidelity, by passages of life that were strange 
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and dim to her, just by ‘Europe’ in short, but still unobscured, still exposed and 
cherished, under that pious visitation of the spirit from which she had never been 
diverted.”342  James describes character as a book, each new experience a tissue-thin page 
that “overlays” but barely obscures the text beneath.  Brydon and Alice Staverton are no 
more than the sum of influences; though they share the early chapters, Alice Staverton 
stopped adding pages long ago and is only a thin pamphlet beside Brydon’s thick tome.   
In “Dictation,” Joseph Conrad believes the bodies and faces of the two typists are 
pages written clearly in black and white: that even to glance at them is to see into the 
private thoughts of the authors they serve.  James and Conrad are doubles because they 
are opposed equals, but Lilian Hallowes is Conrad’s double because she duplicates his 
spoken words in print, such an intimate process that his language is inscribed on her 
body; she thinks the voices of Conrad’s characters ”were in her ears, in her throat, in the 
whorls of her fingers.”343  The reader that Conrad fears, of course, is Henry James.  If 
Mrs. Hallowes is the medium that translates Conrad’s thoughts into print, perhaps, he 
worries, she may also be a medium that translates Conrad’s thoughts into James’s mind, 
as the famously observant master reads her like a book.  Hallowes is a machine as well; 
when Bosanquet kisses her, Hallowes finds that she has “a hidden lever at the back of her 
brain that she could raise or lower, nearly at will,” which changes her friend into her 
beloved employer.344 
Ozick’s Bosanquet manipulates the mode of production that shapes the text and 
her own life, taking advantage of her access to James’s proofs and her authority over the 
typewritten page, but she uses her agency not to bolster her inner subjectivity or to “make 
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a name” for herself, but to ensure an anonymous textual afterlife.   Ozick’s final 
sentences confirm that history will forget not only the meeting between Bosanquet and 
Hallowes, but that they ever existed at all.  James’s fictional typist would be pleased to 
hear it, for her “radical” plot is concerned only with the immutable text.345  This 
Bosanquet is a modern woman: she has a love affair with Virginia Stephen (before she 
becomes Virginia Woolf), haunts bohemian ateliers and admires the latest Fauvist artists.  
Henry James is a voice tied to the past, but Bosanquet has a vision of the future.  The 
author is old news: now, only the text matters.  Bosanquet’s priorities do not necessarily 
help us understand the 1908 Henry James any better, but they do speak to Cynthia 
Ozick’s concerns in 2008.  If the early twentieth century was a moment to consider the 
threatening double, the early twenty-first century is a moment to consider Henry James.  
Ozick has to alter the historical record to construct her tale – she has set it in 1910, the 
date Conrad published The Secret Sharer, though James published The Jolly Corner in 
1908 – but “The Year of Henry James,” 2004, was a striking real-life coincidence. That 
year, Alan Hollinghurst’s The Line of Beauty, Colm Tóibín’s The Master, David Lodge’s 
Author, Author! and a reprint of Emma Tennant’s Felony (2002) competed in the literary 
marketplace, and Michiel Heyns sought a publisher for his own novel of James and his 
amanuensis, The Typewriter’s Tale (2005). 
Ozick looks back from 2008 to James’s lifetime with nostalgia for a lost set of 
values.  As much of her writing betrays, Ozick is infatuated with James, but her novella 
mourns a lost culture, not a lost man.  Her essay “The Question of Our Speech” betrays 
this nostalgia, though it describes America in 1985, a culture that would again change 
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monumentally by the time she wrote “Dictation.”  Ozick argues that 1980s America had 
returned to an aural culture: “the telephone (a farewell to letter-writing), the radio, the 
motion picture, and the phonograph, speeded up by the television set, the tape recorder, 
and lately the video recorder, has by now, after half a century’s worth of technology, 
restored us to the pre-literate status of face-to-face speech.”346  This change is a loss, 
Ozick suggests: a loss of letters exchanged between writers, a loss of marginal notes and 
drafts, and most troubling a widespread loss of mental rigor – the work of reading, as she 
calls it347 – and the work of imagination that film adaptations make obsolete.  Ozick 
wonders why James’s Bryn Mawr commencement address asks its listeners to search for 
aural models for style rather than textual ones; she suggests in the textual era of 1905 
James could afford to be free and easy about reading because he took it for granted: “He 
lived in a sea of reading, at the highest tide of literacy, in the time of the crashing of its 
billows.  He did not dream that the sea would shrink, that it was impermanent, that we 
would return, through the most refined technologies, to the aural culture.”348   
In 2008, Cynthia Ozick could perhaps look back at herself twenty years earlier 
and see that she had done the same thing.  Before personal computers had become 
ubiquitous, before the first iPhone launched in 2007, how could one worry that “face-to-
face speech,” eye contact or the sound of a human voice might be temporary?  As Ozick 
wrote “Dictation,” a new set of pressures shaped authors and readers.  Many Americans 
were reading more words on computer screens than on paper, and when Ozick imagined 
reading as work she did not have Buzzfeed lists in mind.  The solidity of the printed text 
had evaporated into a digital ether as black ink on a white page became pixels on a 
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constantly-changing screen.  Most of the text we read was ephemeral: old drafts vanished 
every time we hit the “save” button, and each new email, tweet or Facebook post pushed 
the past off-screen, out of sight.  It is in this cultural context that Ozick wrote of a 
fictional Theodora Bosanquet who celebrates the sacred printed page.  Henry James, who 
welcomed many of the technological advancements of his own time, may not have been 
as conservative as Ozick appears to be.  If James were around today I can imagine his 
eagerness to understand and record the new relationships and habits of mind that our 
technology engenders.  Ozick suggests technological change has a palpable and 
inevitable impact on style, whether we interpret that impact as an advancement or 
regression. 
In “Dictation,” the influential mode of production is the typewriter, which 
demands a typist at the keys, which demands words be spoken aloud.  Ozick introduces it 
through her fictional Joseph Conrad’s paranoid perspective.  The “innovation,” as 
inevitable as electric light, looks to Conrad like a “strange and repulsive” regression, 
waking primitive fears of powers he cannot understand.349  He refuses to name it, calling 
it “the thing” or “the Machine,” and it looks to him like “the torso of a broken god,” or 
“the totem of a foreign civilization.”350  The typewriter is a machine but its strangeness 
and palpable power make it seems alive; it is the latest technology but it inspires a primal 
fear.  Ozick characterizes a new external muse made of metal and glass, not a gentle 
angel but a violent ancient god.  As the novel sight affronts Conrad’s senses the machine 
rises up in disconnected pieces: its black body, its stadium tiers, its round keys.  The 
“broken god” is also a disabled body, uncannily incomplete: “it stood headless and 
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armless and legless – brute shoulders merely.”351  Conrad’s sense of the typewriter as a 
disabled body is particularly appropriate in light of the technology’s origins, since the 
earliest typewriter was designed as a tool for the blind.352  Henry James turned away from 
the pen toward the typewriter because of chronic pain in his wrist; for him, the 
technology was a prosthesis.353   
 The typewriter’s origins continue to manifest in its widespread use, as the 
technology acts upon the body, training it, asking the hand to loosen its grasp on the pen 
and to spread its fingers over a keyboard, asking the eyes to look ahead rather than down.  
In the cases of James and Conrad, the typewriter demands the interior voice be spoken 
aloud, that the quiet seated writer stands up, paces and gestures and even shouts.  At the 
scratching tip of the pen, mind and page had converged in silent simultaneity; the 
typewriter disconnects them.  Conrad fears the “inconceivable separation of hand from 
paper.”354  Media theorist Mark Seltzer has described “the relays that allow for the 
circular translation from mind to hand to eye to mind (the translation between 
prelinguistic inwardness and the expressive materiality of writing, such that the eye 
guides what the hand does that the eye reads).”355  Angelo Beyerlen, the founder of the 
first German typewriter company, explains the typed letter “not only is untouched by the 
writer’s hand but is also located in a place entirely apart from where the hands work.”356  
In fact, from the first usable typewriter’s development around 1867 (a “writing ball” 
designed by Malling Hansen for use by the blind) until the “view typewriter” was 
introduced by John T. Underwood in 1898, the typist could not see the letters as she 
typed, and the lines became visible only after the fact.357  Ozick dramatizes the separation 
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between the writer and the text by interposing the plotting amanuensis in the resulting 
space.  In the early twentieth century the typewriter required a specially-trained operator, 
a figure tied to the machine, who necessitates even greater distance between the author 
and his text.  When the real Theodora Bosanquet began to work for Henry James in 1907 
she was not yet a very efficient typist, but James deferred to her as the technical expert.358  
The fictional Bosanquet’s intentional tampering with the text hinges on its author’s 
physical and temporal alienation from the page, and her success highlights a 
corresponding alienation from his voice.   
The late style of The Jolly Corner was shaped, at least in part, by technology: 
Henry James switched from writing by hand to dictating in February 1897.  In her 
memoir Henry James at Work, Bosanquet stresses the connection between style and the 
typewriter: 
“I know,” he once said to me, “that I’m too diffuse when I’m dictating.”  
But he found dictation not only an easier but a more inspiring method of 
composing than writing with his own hand, and he considered that the 
gain in expression more than compensated for any loss of concision...  “It 
all seems,” he once explained, “to be so much more effectively and 
unceasingly pulled out of me in speech than in writing.”  Indeed, at the 
time when I began to work for him, he had reached a stage at which the 
click of a Remington machine acted as a positive spur.  He found it more 
difficult to compose to the music of any other make.359 
 
Bosanquet, in a perhaps unconscious act of self-aggrandizement, suggests technology is 
not a neutral aid to James’s method: the Remington typewriter “pulls” James’s speech 
into his diffuse style.  If, as Bosanquet says, dictation made James’s written style more 
like “free, involved, unanswered talk” then the typewriter allowed James to unify 
previously distinct written and spoken voices into his one distinctive late style.360   
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 “Dictation” dramatizes the plot of the typist, shifting the focus from James to his 
medium, from the creative mind to the mode of production.  In his foreword to Kittler’s 
Discourse Networks, Wellbery explains the argument that technologies, pedagogies and 
discourses – rather than individuals – produce meaning, by reducing the infinite “noisy 
reservoir of all possible writing constellations” to a limited range of possibilities: “In 
Kittler’s view, such technologies are not mere instruments with which ‘man’ produces his 
meanings; they cannot be grounded in a philosophical anthropology.  Rather, they set the 
framework within which something like ‘meaning,’ indeed, something like ‘man,’ 
become possible at all.”361  Kittler’s short section on James addresses many of the same 
preoccupations as Ozick’s “Dictation,” but it goes further, to characterize the master 
himself as a technology: 
[Bosanquet] became indispensable: whenever the pink noise of the 
Remington ceased, James would have no more ideas. 
   ….The writer who engaged a medium in 1907 in order to  
shift his style to “Remingtonese” was felled by a stroke in 1915.  Sheer 
facts of literary history realize an epoch’s wildest phantasm.  The blood 
clot in the brain did not deprive James of clear dictation, but it did claim 
all prearranged meanings.  Paralysis and asymbolia know only the real.  
And this real is a machine.  The Remington, together with its medium, 
were ordered to the deathbed in order to take three dictations from a 
delirious brain.  Two are composed as if the emperor of the French, that 
great artist of dictation, had issued and signed them; the third notes that 
the imperial eagle is bleeding to death and why it is bleeding.362 
 
In this passage Henry James is a body, and the body is a machine.  In order for that 
machine to think it needs to hear “the pink noise of the Remington,” and when the brain 
is injured the body’s functions change: it is paralyzed, dissociated from its own pain, 
delirious, and, most importantly, it takes on a new personality.  For Kittler, neither this 
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James nor this Bosanquet possess an interior subjectivity per se; he suggests they are the 
tools that allow the machine to work, rather than the other way around.  Kittler describes 
only the last and largest malfunction of James’s body.  There are, of course, many other 
ways that culture or injury can break the mind, or, to put it more mildly, ways they can 
leave their mark on the mind, as letters on a page.  My first chapter describes the impact 
of systemic addiction or abuse, a shaping family culture that powerfully limits the 
possibilities of discourse, as I showed in the Verver family “domestication” of the Prince 
and Charlotte.  The pattern at work in The Jolly Corner is that of trauma: the powerless 
mind returns, in spite of its wishes, to replay a terrifying moment over and over in waking 
flashbacks or in a dream.  Thinking about The Jolly Corner as the tale not of a sovereign 
mind but a broken brain alters the significance of Brydon’s choice to reject his double.   
  The Jolly Corner is a novella inspired by a dream; Spencer Brydon’s nocturnal 
hunt is figured as a dream; it is reflected in Alice Staverton’s dreams.363  After Brydon 
meets his double face to face and falls into a deep stupor, he awakens in Alice 
Staverton’s lap and slowly his memory of the night comes back to him; he immediately 
decides the experience has been meaningless.  He thinks, “It came to resemble more and 
more that of a man who has gone to sleep on some news of a great inheritance, and then, 
after dreaming it away, after profaning it with matters strange to it, has waked up again to 
serenity of certitude and has only to lie and watch it grow.”364  The final visit to the house 
figures as a nightmare that Brydon can remember in the morning, but his dream metaphor 
is the machinery of denial; it discounts the entire adventure with his double.  Cathy 
Caruth has argued traumatic repetition is a return not to a troubling memory but to its 
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absence.  The trauma is the moment one misses, a moment the memory cannot grasp 
because of its sensory overstimulation or because of its unfathomable long-term 
implications.  Caruth imagines that the trauma dream is an attempt to reckon with and 
reconstitute this missed moment, but the dreamer is faced again and again with a void.  
When Brydon awakens he can tell only of what he has not seen, and does not know.365   
Brydon’s dream returns him to the fork in the road that he passed thirty three 
years earlier, on the day he decided to leave his family and move to Europe.366  But the 
path is not clearly marked, and when he returns to the fork in the road it is missing.  
Instead of finding answers to his questions, Brydon’s denial of the double repeats his 
initial choice, refusing an American alternative.  That moment is surrounded by an 
atmosphere of family dysfunction.  Spencer Brydon is initially drawn to the house on the 
jolly corner because of nostalgia, enjoying the familiar setting and remembering the 
family members who lived and died within its walls.  But Brydon has also chosen not to 
return to America in all this time, not even to attend their deaths and funerals.  Perhaps he 
has stayed away because of some other trauma, even more diffuse, more hidden – 
something to do with his “overschooled boyhood” and “chilly adolescence” marked by 
“few social flowers,” a sense of failure or neglect that drove him to leave his family and 
his country “almost in the teeth of [his] father’s curse.”367   
The Jolly Corner may be both Spencer Brydon’s and Henry James’s trauma 
dream.  Reading the narrative in this way continues to envision the tale as a drama that 
plays out within the mind of Spencer Brydon, but rather than illuminating James’s 
controlling consciousness it points to a potential trauma enveloped in his family culture.  
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Kittler discusses family pedagogy as one of the powerful limiting discourse networks; he 
claims for example that a form of maternal reading instruction institutionalized around 
1800 created the inner life of the mind that we now take to be natural.  The James family 
is full of repetitions that range from the inevitable to the uncanny: William of Albany cut 
Henry Senior out of his will, and Henry Senior cut Wilky out of his will368; Henry Senior 
and Henry Junior both sustained lifelong injuries while trying to extinguish a fire; Henry 
Senior suffered from a terrifying vastation that seemed to challenge his very selfhood, 
and later William suffered a similar crisis.   Then of course there are the more subtle 
repetitions in the family character, a limitation of possibilities put in place by a multi-
generational pattern of addiction and coping mechanisms.  If the origin of The Jolly 
Corner is the Gallery d’Apollon dream, the origin of the Gallery d’Apollon dream is the 
uncertainty and neglect that colored Henry and William’s boyhoods.  In this reading, 
William and Henry are not independent competitors but two victims of a shared trauma, 
who throw similar repetitions forward in their writing. 
Henry James remembers that when he explored the Louvre during the period of 
his childhood that would echo in his Gallery d’Apollon nightmare, he was particularly 
struck by a painting called Les Enfants d’Édouard, by Paul Delaroche (1831).  In it, the 
two sons of England’s King Edward IV, Edward V and his younger brother Richard, 
Duke of York, sit close together on the end of a large, heavily-draped four-poster bed in a 
close, dimly-lit room.  After the death of their father, the princes were placed in the 
Tower of London by the Lord Protector, their uncle.  The fate of the boys is unknown, 
but they are generally believed to have been murdered by their uncle, who would take the 
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throne as Richard III.  Delaroche depicts the brothers just moments before their deaths, as 
they hear their murderer approach.  They huddle close together over an open book, which 
the younger brother is reading to the elder.  The young king gazes calmly forward, but his 
brother, more sensitive and more fearful, peers toward the door.   
Henry and William, then twelve and fourteen years old, stood together before the 
canvas, studying the pale faces of the twelve- and nine-year-old princes just moments 
before their deaths.  It is a painting of absences: the striking defenselessness of the lonely 
boys, and the not-yet-visible figure of the murderer, present in the image only as a 
shadow under the door.  The exhibit label in the Louvre claims the boys are about to be 
smothered.  Two young brothers, damned by a royal lineage to suffer the same fate: the 
James brothers could not have known that they were almost gazing into a mirror.  Born 
into the James family, their lineage would be one of intellectual royalty, but they were 
damned to an isolated childhood, due to geographical moves and their mother’s 
smothering attention.  Henry found the image thrilling, remembering it as his earliest 
exposure to psychology in art, an area he would later master.369  These days in Paris 
proved a double-origin, providing the foundation for his approach to literature and the 
raw material for a memorable nightmare in which only a door stands between him and an 
invisible attacker.  Brydon’s dream echoes the traumatic decision to leave his chilly 
family and his country behind; The Jolly Corner echoes a dream which echoes Henry and 
William’s shared neglect.  In A Small Boy and Others, James recalls these Parisian 
excursions through streets and galleries with a mixture of an aesthete’s enthusiasm and a 
child’s fear.370  In a state of trepidation, the sensitive boy absorbs a flood of impressions, 
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though he does not yet know what to make of them.  Henry remembers a particularly 
formative walk he used to take with William and sometimes alone, which they repeated 
again and again “as if it somehow held the secret of our future” (emphasis mine).371  He 
describes it with all the ominous tone of a walk through a fairytale forest: “every low-
browed vitrine waylaid us and we moved in a world of which every dark message, 
expressed in what we couldn’t have said what sinister way, might have been ‘Art, art, art, 
don’t you see?  Learn, little gaping pilgrims, what that is!”372  James’s autobiographical 
project returns to these overwhelming moments of origin not to dispel but to repeat his 
boyhood puzzlement.373   
Traumatic repetition is not only a compulsion to look back, but, as Cathy Caruth 
has argued, a compulsion to survive and serve as a witness to the missed experience.  She 
makes this argument using an influential trauma dream that Sigmund Freud records in 
The Interpretation of Dreams, which recalls the vulnerable children in James’s life and 
art.  In Freud’s tale, a father has lost his son to a fatal illness; the son’s body rests in one 
room, surrounded by lit candles and watched over by an old man, and the father sleeps in 
an adjoining room with the door ajar between them.  That night the man dreams his son 
lives again and is standing by his bedside whispering to him, “Father, don’t you see I’m 
burning?” (emphasis in the original).374  The father awakens to find that one of the 
candles has tipped over, and his son’s dead body is burning.  In her interpretation, Caruth 
notes that Freud was struck by the fact that the dream provided enough wish fulfillment 
(the resurrection of the child) to make the father remain in his dream-state, even as his 
body perceived the fire, and that Lacan was struck by the fact that the dream ended not 
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because of the external stimulus but because of words the boy speaks within the dream-
world.  Caruth is drawn to a third element of the dream: the father had been traumatized 
by surviving his son’s death, and the dream forced him to survive again, to awaken to life 
in a world where his son is dead.  Caruth writes “To awaken is thus to bear the imperative 
to survive: to survive no longer simply as the father of a child, but as the one who must 
tell what it means not to see, which is also what it means to hear the unthinkable words of 
the dying child.”375  Brydon awakens from his dream to tell Alice Staverton that he had 
failed to see his double.  Henry James awakens from the dream of an unseen apparition to 
write an account in his memoir.  He survives the uncertainty of his childhood and serves 
as a witness in his writing, inscribing other lonely and neglected children in his fictions.  
Perhaps William, too, serves as witness to their shared family trauma with his discussions 
of alcoholism and the crisis of will in The Varieties of Religious Experience.   
The survivor may experience traumatic repetitions in the dream, the flashback, the 
written history, the fictional narrative – and even in the coincidental future; when Lacan 
lectured about the dream of the surviving father he did not know that, years later, he 
would survive the death of his daughter.  Both Freud and Lacan wrote texts on trauma 
that anticipated their own defining traumas, which seem like echoes of each other.376  
Caruth writes, “quite uncannily, Lacan’s life would repeat Freud’s loss of his own 
daughter Sophie to a fever, a disaster that was, at the time of writing, the unknown future 
of Beyond the Pleasure Principle.”377  These traumatic repetitions in art and life suggest a 
level of determinism that reaches far beyond the faulty machinery of the individual mind, 
strange coincidences that suggest an even larger pattern at work.   
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A similar uncanny coincidence takes place when the shared trauma of two genius 
brothers manifests as unintentional written testimonials that both echo in the same later 
text.  I write in more detail in chapters one and three about William James’s role in the 
founding-myth of Alcoholics Anonymous, an organization which began in 1934, after the 
death of both brothers.  William’s The Varieties of Religious Experience is a response not 
only to the intellectual influence of his theologian father, but to the emotional influence 
of the problem drinkers in his life; the Big Book of AA cites William James as an 
authority on the spiritual conversion that might save hopeless alcoholics.378  Henry 
James’s connection to the AA big book is not explicit influence but uncanny repetition.   
Brydon’s experience in the jolly corner, searching the house for his sinister other 
self and then telling his tale to another, sounds a great deal like the fourth step, “Made a 
searching and fearless moral inventory of ourselves,” and the fifth step, “Admitted to 
God, to ourselves, and to another human being the exact nature of our wrongs.”379  AA’s 
sometimes summarize the twelve-step process in the phrase “Trust God, clean house, and 
help others.”  The fourth and fifth steps are a gothic tale, as the alcoholic embarks on a 
vigorous “personal housecleaning.”380  The Big Book describes the alcoholic as “a real 
Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde,”381 suggesting that the fictional doctor and his monstrous alter 
ego illustrate the plight of the sober alcoholic that can never look his drunken self in the 
eye, save through the written pages of a fourth step moral inventory.  The sober man’s 
alienation from his drunken past might be a combination of denial and a real inability to 
remember his behavior in blackouts.  The written fourth step inventory is not simply a 
laundry list of confessions but a detailed analysis of how “self-reliance failed us,”382 
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which is meant to transfer the alcoholic’s trust from his own mind to a power outside 
himself.  In the fifth step the sober Dr. Jekyll must expose the shameful drunken Mr. 
Hyde to the light of day, “illuminating every twist of character”383 to a witness.  The 
alcoholic learns that the person who hears his fifth step can see both versions of his life 
and accept him.  Afterwards, the Big Book promises, “we can look the world in the eye.  
We can be alone at perfect peace and ease.  Our fears fall from us.”384  Alice Staverton 
fulfills the sponsor’s function for Brydon; she witnesses his other life, accepts it and 
loves him nevertheless.  Her healing acceptance marks a new beginning for Brydon as a 
unified subject, no longer crippled by egotism but ready to participate in a community.  
There is no reason to think James’s novella influenced the authors of the Big Book, but it 
does seem that the fourth and fifth steps are dreaming of the house on the jolly corner, 
which is dreaming of the Gallery d’Apollon, which is dreaming of James’s lonely and 
unprotected Paris childhood, which is dreaming of Les Enfants d’Edouard, in a chain of 
traumatic repetitions that extends uncannily far beyond Henry James’s creative mind. 
“Dictation” and The Jolly Corner suggest the possibility that the brain is a 
machine that might break down, that the personality is a text that may be written on by 
experiences or by other people.  The forces that shape the individual are myriad: Kittler 
suggests maternal pedagogy and office technology are some of the forces that 
domesticate the infinite potentialities of the voice; my speculative exploration of The 
Jolly Corner as a trauma dream leads to an echo in the figure of the addict, whose 
powerlessness may be the result of genetics (a flaw in the machine) or family culture (the 
inscription of a text). In this view the author’s potential is not defined by his expanding, 
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controlling mind but by its limitations.  Though this second option seems like it must be a 
loss, in the case of the addict – and potentially his double Spencer Brydon – the escape of 
the egotistical mind into a controlling context of community or spirituality may be a 
liberation.  This pattern leads me to the third possibility raised by Cynthia Ozick’s 
“Dictation,” which joins the first two together: my final section considers the powerfully 
expansive mind of the female medium within the context of controlling forces.  Authority 
over the text is in question, and the potential author fights for sovereignty within and 
against various powerful forces. 
 
  
III. The Amanuensis and the Spiritualist Medium 
Theodora Bosanquet’s figure serves as a bridge between “Dictation” and The 
Jolly Corner – protagonist of one and typist for the other, she is a permeable medium to 
words, and, she thinks, to ghosts as well.  According to Kittler, “A medium is a medium 
is a medium.  As the sentence says, there is no difference between occult and 
technological media.”385  The real Theodora Bosanquet was a medium in this double 
sense.  While Henry James lived, she sat between him and the Remington typewriter, and 
his words flowed through her receptive mind to be recorded on paper.  After James died, 
Bosanquet believed she could make contact with his soul in the spirit realm, and that she 
took dictation from this ghost during sessions of automatic writing in a trance state.  
These sessions of automatic writing, like The Jolly Corner, can signify a closed system, 
the fantasy-fulfillment of one woman’s ego, or they can signify a real invasion of a 
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permeable, unstable subject.  If Brydon’s apparition and Bosanquet’s automatic writing 
are each the fantasy of one mind then consciousness is distinct and individual; if the 
apparition is an external reality that has materialized from an alternative universe, and if 
Henry James dictated to Bosanquet from beyond the grave, then consciousness is 
variable, multiple or permeable.  The second possibility raises a new quandary: in one 
view the medium’s consciousness must be extinguished to allow another voice to speak, 
but in another view she tests the limits of the human mind’s capacity, and thereby 
expands consciousness.   
I have considered two possibilities raised by “Dictation”: first, that the sovereign 
author is in full control of his style and content, which reflect a unique inner voice; and 
second, that the author is shaped by powerful external forces such as technology, 
pedagogy, national culture and family culture, and thus his text is not an invention but is 
simply what remains after discourse networks have eliminated other possibilities.  
“Dictation” foregrounds a third potential influence on style: the (occult) typist, whose 
ability to assimilate the voice of another places her in an ambiguous space in relation to 
the text.   
What is at stake in this final section is whether the permeable amanuensis has any 
power over the text she types, and what the nature of that power might be.  Is she a muse 
to inspire or even generate language, or is she a disempowered female worker whose 
service silences own inner voice?  Friedrich Kittler argues James and Bosanquet are 
products of cultural pressures, but nevertheless struggles over power and sex play out in 
the dynamic between them: 
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In 1907 Theodora Bosanquet, an employee in a London typing service 
who was at the time busy typing the Report of the Royal Commission on 
Coast Erosion, was ordered to report to James, who in the initial interview 
appeared as a “benevolent Napoleon.”  Thus began Bosanquet’s “job, as 
alarming as it was fascinating, of serving as medium between the spoken 
and machined word.”  Alarming, because Bosanquet was of course only 
the will of the dictator’s will, who in his dreams again and again appeared 
as Napoleon.386   
 
Kittler’s version of their dynamic stresses Bosanquet’s extreme disempowerment: though 
James is only a body, he can at least imagine himself a ruler, while the amanuensis is 
reduced to “the will of the dictator’s will.”  Ozick is not so sure: Bosanquet is the locus of 
strange magic and though James is the unambiguous author of the text, the fictional typist 
wrests control of The Jolly Corner from him and reclaims some of the autonomy her 
position denies her.  A focus on typists and mediums generates a third reading of The 
Jolly Corner, which takes the implication of Bosanquet’s plot one step further by 
suggesting that Alice Staverton is not, as most would have her, the blank page that 
receives a dream-transmission of Brydon’s double, but is in fact the author of the ghost. 
The degree of control Theodora Bosanquet or Alice Staverton may claim is 
defined by their positions within gendered power structures and feminine-coded roles: the 
psychic, the typist or the muse.  Alice’s powers as a psychic medium align her with the 
typist – both of which are receptive instruments of the modern era – but her maternal 
influence over Brydon aligns her with Kittler’s ideal Mother of the Romantic era.387  For 
Kittler, the internal voice was born in the 1800 discourse network thanks to a new 
pedagogy.  Around this time the German mother took over the role of primary instructor 
and became responsible for teaching her child to read.  Instead of adding up the discreet 
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letters that make a word, the mother taught her child to see the shapes on the page as so 
many “notes” that translate into the music of the spoken voice: “Her voice substituted 
sounds for letters...  Only the mother’s pointing finger retained any relation to the optic 
form of the letter.  And when later in life children picked up a book, they would not see 
letters but hear, with irrepressible longing, a voice between the lines.”388  This method 
ensured not only that the child would hear the words even during silent reading – the 
change that inaugurated the inner subject, according to Kittler – but that the child’s 
interaction with language would always draw out a nostalgic longing for the mother.  
Kittler argues that in the Romantic era, “Nature… is The Woman.  Her function consists 
in getting people – that is, men – to speak.”389  Kittler suggests that women must remain 
trapped on either side of the moment of composition: they may be muses that inspire the 
(male) author or office workers who take his dictation.   
Might Theodora Bosanquet have been both muse and medium, exerting some 
distinct but immeasurable influence over James’s style?  When James inscribed a copy of 
The Wings of the Dove for his then-amanuensis Mary Weld, he did not write “to my 
collaborator,” which would have been significant enough, but “from her collaborator” 
(emphasis mine).390  James’s joke charms because it draws the typist into his creative 
moment, involving her in a moment of play that gives her ownership over the words that 
James unambiguously wrote.  Of course, James did have a muse he addressed in his 
Notebooks, which he called mon bon: the good angel of his writing.  In the early 
twentieth century, at the height of the spiritualist craze, the ancient muse took on a new 
shape: she could be envisioned as a ghost and the author a medium; or she could be 
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imagined as a transmitting mind, and the author a receptive telepath.  In 1884 Samuel 
Clemens wrote a letter to the Journal for the Society for Psychical Research, in which he 
explained his motivation to become a member: “Thought-transference, as you call it, or 
mental telegraphy as I have been in the habit of calling it, has been a very strong interest 
with me for the past nine or ten years.  I have grown so accustomed to considering that all 
my powerful impulses come to me from somebody else, that I often feel like a mere 
amanuensis when I sit down to write a letter under the coercion of a strong impulse.”391  
What was once an inspiration is now an occult invasion that turns author into 
amanuensis.  In 1912 and 1913, Henry James edited the content of his dead brother’s 
letters to include in his memoir Notes of a Son and Brother, justifying his alterations by 
suggesting that William spoke to him from beyond the grave.  James imagines he is a 
materialist medium, writing “I seemed to feel [William] in the room and at my elbow 
asking for me as I worked and as he listened”; and he imagines himself a trance medium 
as he hears the voice of the dead William compel him to write, saying “You’re going to 
do the very best for me you can, aren’t you?” 392  If the author thinks of himself as a 
receptor, what might that signify for the typist’s receptivity?   
Pamela Thurschwell’s influential study of Theodora Bosanquet in Literature, 
Technology and Magical Thinking, 1880-1920 argues that the female medium or office 
worker often interpreted the “shared” language passing between her and her employer as 
intimacy, but romance was rendered un-erotic by economics: she was paid for her labor 
and the language attained value in various markets.393  Ozick is not particularly interested 
in emotional intimacy: her Bosanquet respects James but harbors no romantic fantasies.  
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Rather, “Dictation” is interested in economics and power, asking who gets credit for 
language and why.  Twenty years after James edited his brother’s letters, the real 
Theodora Bosanquet would come to believe that her deceased employer was asking her 
to take dictation once again.  First, Henry James takes dictation from the dead William 
James; later, Theodora Bosanquet takes dictation from the dead Henry James.  Though 
both cases imagine a living psychic recording the words of the dead, the difference 
between them is striking, and it appears to rest on the question of gender. James thought 
of himself as medium, but his alterations of William’s letters empowered him and 
disempowered his absent brother.  Clemens thought of himself as an amanuensis but 
signed letters with his own name.  Bosanquet may claim no ownership over the ghostly 
voice she perceives or the writing she produces as a result.  In her role as earthly 
amanuensis Bosanquet has no claim over James’s words, but in the realm of the occult, 
authorship is much harder to pin down. 
In “Dictation,” James and Conrad both see their amanuenses as helpmates, though 
both women suggest a sinister threat.  Conrad worries about the shift to dictation because 
he fears the amanuensis will break the “immemorial sacred solitude” of composition and 
replace his private god with a new external muse.394  Spiritual and cultural forces 
combine in her figure.  The fictional Bosanquet reaches, like the terrifying typewriter, 
into the technological future and into the pagan past.  When the amanuenses meet, 
Bosanquet insists “the stars have favored us,” and James quips “Can you hear, my dear 
Conrad, as thunder on Olympus, the clash of the Remingtons?”395  Later, when the two 
women visit Stonehenge at dusk, Theodora spreads her fingers in front of her eyes, then 
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“peered through them as though each were a small upright stone pillar, and ground out a 
mocking phantom Druid liturgy made up of coarse guttural lunatic syllables.”396  
Theodora’s gesture conjures the apparition of Spencer Brydon’s unlived life, obscuring 
his face with damaged fingers.  Bosanquet and the American Brydon are both powerful 
figureheads of the modern, surrounded by the mysteries of the occult; both fade back into 
obscurity as their tales end.  While both “turn the tables” and take some measure of 
control, the occult nature of the typist-medium is by no means unambiguously 
empowering.  Telepathic or mediumistic talents may signify an expansion of 
consciousness beyond even what James himself was capable of, but that does not mean 
that the medium can ever escape her position as transparent receptor.397   
The real Theodora Bosanquet was interested in spiritualism during her time at 
Lamb House, and her diary records her reading spiritualist books, visiting psychics and 
mediums, and analyzing astrological charts.  After James’s death her interest continued; 
she was editor of the American Society of Psychical Research’s journal, The Proceedings 
of the Society for Psychic Research, during the 1930s.  From 1935 to 1943 she worked as 
literary editor for the journal Time and Tide, and contributed not only many articles on 
Henry James and his work, but also reviews of new psychic research publications.  
Bosanquet was eager to meet William James, a founding member of the American 
Society for Psychical Research, and finally got her chance on July 18, 1908, when he 
visited his brother in Rye while Henry was working, coincidentally, on The Jolly 
Corner.398  On September 9th William lent Bosanquet an SPR report on automatic 
writing, which the amanuensis found so impressive that both she and her flatmate Nellie 
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Bradley tried automatic writing that night for the first time.399 It is unlikely that 
Bosanquet had any inkling she was training for another form of dictation.   
On February 15, 1933 Bosanquet visited a medium named Mrs. Hester Dowden, 
who claimed to use a Ouija board to contact the spirit realm through her control, 
Johannes, a spirit that they believed served as a sort of middle-man between the living 
and the dead.400  The Ouija board spelled out Henry James’s name and correctly 
answered questions about Lamb House.  After a time, Bosanquet began to practice 
automatic writing on her own and write down communications from the James brothers, 
first using Mrs. Dowden’s control Johannes and later finding her own control, “O.”401  
During the 1930s Bosanquet entered an automatic writing trance as often as three times a 
day, recording not only contact with her deceased employer but more open-ended 
spiritual explorations.402    
Bosanquet recorded a dialogue in which “O” explains to her the nature of the 
permeable consciousness during these trance sittings.  He suggests that the sitter does 
lose herself, in a sense, but she finds something else that may be even more valuable:  
T.    Who is “I”? 
  O.   In psychic trance “I” appears. 
   “I” is not to be confounded with I or i. 
   “I” is single, is separate – is double, is fused. 
   “I” pursues its own purpose, speaking through the peeping  
fracture, Dream, vision, all that pertains to a state of 
somnambulance belongs strictly speaking, to dis-continuous “I.” 
  T. What will happen? 
  O. You will be invaded. 
  T.  By what? 
  O. Solitude consciousness expanded.  Various Rites explained.   
The Book of Books underlined.  Perfections approached.403 
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The dialogue addresses many of the same issues as “Dictation,” The Jolly Corner, and “Is 
There a Life After Death?”  “I” is the voice of the other invading the medium during a 
psychic trance, and its single/separate, double/fused nature resembles indeterminate 
boundaries between figures in both novellas.  The invader speaks through dreams and 
visions to pursue its own purpose, but the invaded benefits as well; not only does she 
learn spiritual secrets and gain more perfect knowledge, but she undergoes the great 
adventure of “consciousness expanded,” the highest purpose of human life, as James 
imagines it.  “O” suggests that Bosanquet will be invaded and lose her agency, but that 
she will gain another power through its loss.  The question, of course, is whether the 
psychic’s expanded understanding can ever translate into creative energy, or whether she 
can only hope to become an exceptional reader. 
 This, I suggest, is the central question surrounding the figure of Alice Staverton.  
Though Spencer Brydon’s adventure is more often figured as an analogy for self-
exploration than a literal brush with another realm, Alice Staverton’s dreams cannot be 
explained away: The Jolly Corner offers her as its one unambiguous instance of 
supernatural power.  Alice Staverton sees the double three times in her dreams, and her 
final dialogue with Brydon proves that her vision of the apparition is accurate and 
independent of his influence.  If Spencer Brydon’s adventure is uncanny, trapped in his 
own mind, then Alice Staverton is telepathic and has peered into his consciousness.  If 
Brydon’s adventure is marvelous and the apparition is real, then Alice Staverton has 
peered, like Brydon, into another realm of existence.  In either case, she is a transgressive 
psychic figure.  But does her powerful consciousness allow her to collaborate with 
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Brydon or to wrest the claim of authorship away from him, or must she remain, as 
Deborah Esch has argued, simply a model reader?    
These is reason to believe that Alice Staverton is a response to James’s curiosity 
about spiritualism, and the real-life medium on whom she may have been based, Mrs. 
Leonora Piper, offers a cautionary tale proving that possessing an expansive 
consciousness or becoming an exceptional reader comes at far too high a price.  Henry 
James was not directly involved in psychical research and it is fair to say he was more 
skeptical than his brother, but he expresses his hope that his soul would continue beyond 
death in “Is There a Life After Death?,” the same essay in which he imagines the 
radically powerful artistic consciousness.404  Leon Edel, in the final paragraph of his five-
volume biography of James, offers a reading of this essay that makes James sound a lot 
like the fictional version of his typist: “What lived beyond life was what the creative 
consciousness had found and made: and only if enshrined in enduring form.  Like Proust 
he saw that art alone retains and holds the life – the consciousness – of man long after the 
finders and the makers are gone.”405  Edel is only partially right.  James may have 
treasured this hope for his fiction, but his essay does not argue that the afterlife “only” 
exists “in enduring form.”  He imagines the afterlife as a case in which consciousness 
(which he also calls the “soul” and “personality”) might continue.  In the first of the 
essay’s two sections James writes about the odds that the unmistakable individual 
consciousness can continue after physical death, and he notes some reasons for 
skepticism: parts of the personality fade and disappear even as we evolve during life, 
consciousness will have nothing to grasp onto after the brain dies, and the dead never 
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return to the living to confirm their personalities have continued.  In the second section 
James turns to his own case and argues that his apprehension of the mind’s potential 
suggests this life is just the tip of the iceberg, and James hopes his own consciousness, 
and his artistic quest, will continue after his life ends.406  The conclusion of the essay is 
pragmatic: though James does not believe in the afterlife he does desire it, and in the end 
there is no difference between the two: “I couldn’t do less if I desire, but I shouldn’t be 
able to do more if I believed.”407  The afterlife James desires is not a static textual 
entombment but the continuation of an ever-expanding, ever-revising dynamic 
personality after the laboratory brain has died. 
Henry James desired an afterlife, but he did not believe the dead could return to 
confirm it for the living, a failure he considered one of the strongest arguments against it.  
James writes of friends and loved ones who were so dynamic during life he feels certain 
that if anyone could return it would be them; yet they do not return.408  Many of James’s 
contemporaries, including his brother William and sister-in-law Alice Howe Gibbens 
James, would counter that in fact the dead can and have returned through spiritualist 
mediums.  Henry James adds a long parenthetical disclaimer about mediums, in which he 
refuses to take their displays as proof but admits he finds the phenomena fascinating: 
  I can only treat here as absolutely not established the value of those  
personal signs that ostensibly come to us through the trance medium. 
These often make, I grant, for attention and wonder and interest – but for 
interest above all in the medium and the trance.  Whether or no they may 
in the given case seem to savor of another state of being on the part of 
those from whom they profess to come, they savor intensely, to my sense, 
of the medium and the trance, and, with their remarkable felicities and 
fitnesses, their immense call for explanation, invest that personage, in that 
state, with an almost irresistible attraction.409 
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James is not yet willing to accept mediums as evidence of the soul’s communication, but 
he is drawn to the “remarkable felicities and fitnesses” which he cannot explain.  The 
medium, not the ghost, is the fascinating object for James, and he creates his own in 
Alice Staverton. 
The real-life model for Alice Staverton’s uncanny talent was likely Mrs. Leonora 
Piper, a middle-class Boston area trance medium who had extensive contact with the 
James family, and whom William James studied for decades.  Her so-called powers and 
her much more apparent disempowerment illustrate the spectrum of the medium’s 
control.  Though Mrs. Piper is ultimately a victim of male control, Alice Staverton is able 
to turn the tables.  In 1885 William James’s mother-in-law, Mrs. Gibbens, was the first to 
visit Mrs. Piper, and she was impressed enough to send all three of her daughters for 
sittings.  Alice Howe Gibbens James had good reason to be open minded: their son 
Herman had just died of bronchial pneumonia on July 9, 1885.  Alice believed Mrs. Piper 
could see details of her dead son’s funeral,410 and she convinced William that he should 
attend a séance.  William found she had an intimate knowledge of his family that she 
could not have attained through gossip or research.411  Thus began the decades-long 
relationship between the philosopher and the medium.412   
It comes as little surprise that Henry and William’s sister Alice was least 
susceptible to Mrs. Piper’s tantalizing possibilities.  In 1886 William asked his sister for a 
lock of her hair for Mrs. Piper to “read” during a sitting; Alice, ever the skeptic, 
confessed later that she had given him a lock of her friend’s hair instead (we do not know 
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whether Mrs. Piper was able to detect the trick).413  Henry James was skeptical as well, 
but after his sister-in-law told him that Mrs. Piper had produced a message to him from 
his dead mother he realized how deeply he wanted proof of “dear Mother’s 
unextinguished consciousness breaking through the interposing vastness of the 
universe.”414  That response might have been a pleasantry for Alice, the true believer, 
rather than evidence of Henry’s own beliefs, save for the fact he wrote about it again six 
months later.  Henry wanted to meet with the medium, he writes, and asks if his sister-in-
law knows whether Mrs. Piper will be traveling to England, and with whom she might be 
staying, “for ever since that message you sent me in the Spring I’ve had such a desire for 
the possibility of something further – even to the degree of an obsession.”415   
If Mrs. Piper could move Henry James to the state of obsession then in some 
sense she was a powerful woman, though her spiritualist powers signify ambiguously in 
the realm of authority as we have been discussing it, in terms of control over language.  
Certainly Mrs. Piper was an author if she was a fraud, for then she invented stories for 
her paying customers.  But what if her talents were real, and the words of another flowed 
through her receptive mind to be transmitted to others?416  Mrs. Piper was a typical trance 
medium of the time who stumbled upon her strange skill after treatment for neurological 
issues.417  She was not all that different (though certainly less sharply intelligent) than 
that other Boston nervous invalid and author, Alice James.  Like other trance mediums, 
she did not appear to communicate directly with the dead, but to work through an 
intermediary spirit called the “control.”  Thus the sitter would join a chain of four 
personalities that stretched through Mrs. Piper in her Arlington, MA sitting room through 
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her control in the spirit realm to the dead loved one.  Mrs. Piper most often spoke the 
messages aloud, but she also produced automatic writing while in her trance state.  The 
sitter would state her question for the dead into Mrs. Piper’s cupped hand,418 thus turning 
Mrs. Piper’s body into a sort of telephone cord reaching into the spirit realm to the 
control.  The answer to the question would come out through writing that seemed quite 
disconnected from Mrs. Piper, who could write and speak different messages 
simultaneously.419   
 Mrs. Piper, paid professional medium and key experimental subject for the 
American SPR, fulfilled the same role that Theodora Bosanquet believed her dead 
employer was asking her to fulfill: that of a passive transmission machine.  In one of her 
sittings with Bosanquet, the medium Mrs. Dowden wrote that Henry James proposed to 
train his former amanuensis “Just to produce an instrument… as efficient as my 
secretary’s typewriter.”420  Mrs. Piper and Bosanquet must become technologies on 
which the dead can write messages to the living.  For Samuel Clemens or for Henry 
James, the ethereal voice functions as a muse, and the male author is free to take credit 
for the resulting text.  The question of the medium’s authority is gendered: the woman 
can be a muse or a helpful office worker, but can she be an author?   
From the late nineteenth-century perspective, the female aptitude for spiritualism 
teetered on the line between process and regression.421  Contemporary thinkers argued 
that the feminine-coded trait of sympathy was at the leading edge of human evolution, 
but extreme sympathy would break down the boundaries of self as the woman imitated 
those around her.  One of William James’s experiments on Mrs. Piper’s trance state 
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showed evidence of echolalia, generally a mindless repetition of sounds uttered by 
another, which in her case took a physical form as she imitated William James’s 
movements.422  Mrs. Piper’s apparent passivity in waking life made her seem a 
respectable wife and mother, but in a trance state the same passivity made her vulnerable 
to male touch and control.  In light of these gendered assumptions, the male scientists of 
the SPR found it perfectly appropriate to control the women who possessed these bizarre 
powers, and both the historical Bosanquet and Leonora Piper were faced with male 
requests for control.  Bosanquet believed that her control, Johannes, was asking her to 
abdicate her own professional ambitions: “Are you going to be a mere writer of good 
books of critical understanding or think that you belong to the other world entirely for us 
to do what we like with you?”423  Bosanquet would have to sacrifice her will to a higher 
authority; she could achieve greatness through self-annihilation.  Bosanquet’s prolific 
publications – and of course the lack of ghost-James’s manuscript – suggest that she was 
unwilling to submit to these demands, but Mrs. Piper did agree to the SPR's tests, which 
invaded her privacy and her body.424   The SPR hired detectives to follow her and 
confirm that she was not researching the details of her sitters’ lives and family 
histories.425  In 1911 the tests became too invasive – researchers “used pins and blistered 
her tongue to test the limits of trance anesthesia”426 – and her powers withdrew for years.   
The troubling depth of female disempowerment is only apparent when we 
suspend disbelief and consider the implications of a genuine trance medium sitting.427  
Remember that the typical trance medium becomes possessed by a “control” from the 
spirit world, who uses her body as an instrument through which to communicate between 
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living sitters and dead spirits.  In an 1890 SPR report, William James notes that the 
“controls” of American psychics tended to be dominant male spirits: “a grotesque and 
somewhat saucy personage” with a “rough and slangy style.”428  When William James 
began work with Mrs. Piper, her control claimed to be a dead French doctor named Dr. 
Phinuit.429  The stark distinction between Dr. Phinuit’s aggressive arrogance and Mrs. 
Piper’s placidity suggested to James that Dr. Phunuit’s personality exceeded Mrs. Piper’s 
intellectual abilities, and could not have been her own invention.430  Mrs. Piper was 
controlled from within by a male presence and from without by the SPR, which at one 
point attempted to extinguish her legal personhood.  In an attempt to reassert his right to 
examine Mrs. Piper against her will, Dr. Richard Hodgson claimed that Mrs. Piper did 
not need to consent to the tests; the consent had been given by her then-control, 
“Imperator.”  Hodgson insisted Mrs. Piper was not even competent to make the decision: 
“Mrs. Piper’s opinion, in any case, is not of value.  …she is, of course, not competent 
herself to deal with such a complicated problem.”431  The living woman, he argues, 
should turn over her decisions to the male spirit who extinguishes her conscious thought 
and with whom, therefore, she had never had conscious contact.  To add insult to injury, 
Hodgson vowed that after he died he would return and become Mrs. Piper’s new control.  
He wasted no time: eight days after Hodgson’s death in 1905 Mrs. Piper began to 
communicate messages from the doctor through her control, “Rector,” and then directly 
without the intermediary.432  If we imagine Mrs. Piper was really channeling a spirit, the 
Hodgson haunting is a dramatic illustration of the female medium controlled by men 
from inside and out.433   
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 Women are trapped on either side of the moment of composition.  The male 
author is in the center, granted inspiration by a female muse, which he transmits to a 
female recorder.  What is interesting about the female trance medium is that she too 
should inhabit this middle space, translating the inspiration of some invisible presence 
into a narrative that the living world can hear, but unlike the empowered male author, the 
female medium is erased.  It would be fascinating to read a second volume of 
“Dictation,” in which Ozick describes her Theodora Bosanquet twenty years later, taking 
dictation from a ghostly James and then claiming the text as her own.  But the fictional 
1910 Bosanquet is not so bold, or, perhaps in fairness to her, she is more interested in the 
impersonal text as I describe it in the previous section than in the personal empowerment 
that the female medium cries out for.  I would suggest, though, that Ozick’s use of occult 
imagery to describe her fictional Bosanquet makes the anonymous plot seem insufficient. 
 The examples of Theodora Bosanquet and Mrs. Piper highlight a great contrast to 
the authorial power of their fictional sister, Alice Staverton.  Muse and helpmate to 
Spencer Brydon, Alice Staverton’s unquestionable psychic powers make her an occult 
medium as well.  Her powers are rooted in her dreams, where her mind is (arguably) 
invaded by the image of Brydon’s ghostly apparition.434  She is, then, the medium whose 
“peeping fracture, Dream, vision, all that pertains to a state of somnambulance” 
welcomes the “dis-continuous ‘I,’” as Bosanquet’s control has described it.  Alice 
Staverton sees Brydon’s double in three dreams, the last of which proves her occult 
capabilities beyond a doubt.  Not only does she convince Brydon that she has seen the 
same figure he has seen, when she refers to the unmistakable evidence of “his great 
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convex pince-nez” and “his poor right hand,”435 but she also respects her vision enough 
to act on it: she tells Brydon “when this morning I saw him again I knew it would be 
because you had – and also then, from the first moment, because you somehow wanted 
me.  He seemed to tell me of that.”436  Trusting her dream, she rushes out to find her 
friend.  Brydon is more skeptical throughout; he needs evidence to believe what Alice 
Staverton divines firsthand.  The first time she tries to tell him of her visions, Brydon 
does not take her seriously, disappointed by her mere dream and joking about the 
“wretch.”437  Sensing his lack of respect, she refuses to explain. 
Alice Staverton has an undeniable power over Spencer Brydon, but the 
significance of that female power has been hotly contested.  Earl Rovit argues that Alice 
Staverton’s psychic ability presents a formal problem in the text; he argues readers want 
to think the ghost is merely symbolic, but Alice Staverton’s supernatural dreams refuse to 
play by these rules.438  To the extent that the reader cannot assimilate Alice Staverton’s 
undeniable psychic powers into a psychological reading that assumes Spencer Brydon’s 
apparition is an abjected or unconscious part of his own mind, Rovit says, the story is 
unsuccessful.439   
The other major concern is whether a romantic union between Alice Staverton 
and Spencer Brydon is a happy resolution.  Much early criticism sees her as Brydon’s 
savior.  Rovit writes that Brydon is morally empty before Alice Staverton renders him 
capable of entering into a fully reciprocal relationship with another person.440  Ernest 
Tuveson also believes in the happy ending, arguing that the tale offers a small beacon of 
hope, in contrast to the darkness of most other late James.441  This is all thanks to the 
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impact of Alice Staverton’s steady emotional support, which allows Brydon to redeem 
himself as a whole person, no longer fragmented into pieces.442  For Martha Banta, too, 
her love succeeds where Brydon’s egotistical will has failed, and their union is the 
appropriate conclusion to his journey.443   
On the other side of the debate, Louis S. Gross sees Alice Staverton, the pale, 
pressed flower, as a vampiric woman who feeds upon the weak Brydon as he lies in her 
lap; Brydon desires passivity, Gross contends, and Alice is only too happy to take control 
by playing into his fear of the apparition.444  In Eric Savoy’s influential article “The 
Queer Subject of ‘The Jolly Corner,’” Alice Staverton’s malevolent power is not simply 
the dysfunction of one woman, but has the force of heterosexual compulsion behind it.  
Savoy claims that Spencer Brydon is a self-aware gay bachelor and his apparition is the 
closeted version that would have been open to the possibility of heterosexual marriage.445  
In order to define his sexuality Brydon had to reject that possibility, and his nightly hunt 
is in response to the melancholy he feels about giving it up.446  Alice Staverton is the 
agent and helpmate of his heterosexual compulsion, and Savoy casts her as a villainous 
figure; at the end Brydon is her prisoner.447  Savoy’s argument is compelling, but even if 
we leave aside the question of Brydon’s sexuality, the union promises to be a tepid affair.  
Alice Staverton “catches” Brydon at the end, but her victory is hollow.  She has chosen a 
ravaged, unhappy egotist, but she has done so within various economic and social 
systems that limit her possibilities.  At the beginning of the novella Brydon observes of 
his middle-aged friend that “nothing was now likely, he knew, ever to make her better-off 
than she found herself.”448  Marriage to an up-and-coming real-estate tycoon, especially a 
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childhood friend, has its attractions, but they come at a price.  The story’s ending is both 
empowering and disempowering for Alice Staverton, just like her telepathic powers.   
 Alice Staverton plays a more significant role in The Jolly Corner than critics have 
yet given her credit for.  Whether scholars cast her as an angel or a demon, they agree 
that she intervenes and influences the text; at the very least, she gets to write the ending.  
But, like the other female mediums, Alice Staverton appears to be trapped on either side 
of the moment of composition.  Insofar as she is telepathic, her receptive sleeping mind 
seems to be the blank page on which Brydon’s vision can be written, but she is also the 
idealized maternal muse that spurs him to action.  In the first section I discuss Deborah 
Esch’s argument that Brydon is a faulty, too-literal author.  She also claims Alice 
Staverton offers a refreshing alternative to Brydon’s mistakes: by acknowledging the 
independent existence of the apparition and by habitually using an ironic tone that leaves 
room for multiple meanings, Alice gives the figure “a story, of its own, independent of 
his authorship and of any attempt to fix the terms of its interpretation,”449 in contrast with 
Brydon’s compulsion to control it (emphasis mine).  Though Brydon is an imperfect 
author, Esch suggests that Alice Staverton is a sophisticated model reader,450 receptive to 
meanings independent of an author’s intention.  She does not question, however, that the 
apparition is “his authorship.”  
 If she were simply a reader, Alice Staverton would not be accountable for the 
success or failure of the tale’s resolution: she can only be angel or demon to the extent 
that she affects the outcome.   Critics have generally seen her influence as a gentle 
manipulation that nudges Brydon down a particular path.  Esch, who casts her in a 
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positive light, and Gross, who argues she is a vampiric figure, both write that Alice’s 
interest in the supernatural and her subjunctive curiosity about what might have been 
seem to spark Brydon’s obsessive search.451  In these readings Alice Staverton is a muse, 
but Brydon remains the principal actor and “author” of the tale.   
Indeed, The Jolly Corner is full of imagery that bolsters the case for Alice 
Staverton as maternal muse.  What is most charming about her is also most maternal, 
characteristics that come to a climax when Brydon awakens with his head in her pillowy 
lap.  When she insists “now I keep you,” she does imply a matrimonial claim – or at least 
a romantic one – but the marriage we might imagine for them is modeled on motherhood, 
as some scholars have suggested that Alice Howe Gibbens was the only wife that could 
replace Mary James in William’s life.  Alice Staverton kisses Brydon back to life like a 
fairy-tale heroine, but the kiss is passionless: “something in the manner of it, and in the 
way her hands clasped and locked his head while he felt the cool charity and virtue of her 
lips, something in all this beatitude somehow answered everything.”452  Alice is a chaste 
Madonna, saintly like the Mary James that Jean Strouse describes in her biography and 
manipulative like the fictional Mary James Colm Tóibín has created in The Master.453  
Martha Banta has compared the ending of The Jolly Corner, with Brydon spread across 
Alice Staverton’s lap, as a sort of Pieta, the mother cradling her redeemed son.454  But 
Lynda Zwinger has crafted the most troubling evocation of maternal imagery.  In the 
vestibule of the house on the jolly corner, she stresses, Spencer Brydon faces his alter 
ego, loses consciousness, and regains consciousness with his head cradled in Alice 
Staverton’s lap.  Zwinger highlights a now-obsolete definition of “vestibule”: in the mid-
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nineteenth century, the word also meant “vulva.”455  In this light, Zwinger offers a 
suggestively-edited passage that suddenly resonates a troublingly genital meaning: 
Brydon finds himself traveling down a tunnel onto Alice Staverton’s lap, where he is 
cradled by “a mantle of soft stuff lined with grey fur that was familiar to his eyes and that 
one of his hands kept fondly feeling.”456  Zwinger suggests Brydon’s journey is not back 
to life from death or back to waking from a dream, but a passage down Alice’s birth canal 
in an all-too-explicit re-birth.  This vision of Alice as Woman is consistent with most 
critical readings of her significance; remember Kittler argues that the maternal figure 
creates the (nostalgic) hermeneutic subject when she teaches the child to read.  As Esch 
argues, her role is to teach Spencer Brydon how to read properly, and her gentle 
instruction both sparks the adventure of his rich interior life and his desire to return to 
her.  Alice Staverton is the casualty of this reading, for in order to give Brydon his 
agency she must lose her own. 
 The solidity of Alice Staverton’s identity is directly proportionate to the degree of 
control she has over the text, Brydon’s apparition.  On one end of the spectrum, Earl 
Rovit subsumes her in Brydon’s identity in an attempt to reconcile the formal problem of 
her psychic dream; if the alter ego is in Brydon’s head, Rovit says, Alice Staverton may 
be a third part of him, his conscience or his capacity for acceptance.457  This reading casts 
Alice as internalized nurturing mother and wishes away her telepathy along with any 
independent existence.  Other readings that resist the supernatural are forced to grant 
Alice Staverton more agency and even some creative force.  Eric Savoy accepts that the 
ghost has been “double-authored,” created in a community of meaning made up of two 
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authors with different motivations: both Spencer Brydon and Alice Staverton look back 
with melancholy to a lost past, he mourning for the possibility of passing as a 
heterosexual man, and she mourning for an unlived life as wife and mother (emphasis 
mine).458  For Savoy the apparition is not a real ghost, but a fiction that Brydon and Alice 
Staverton write together; their work is not the invention of the sovereign author, but the 
product of a discourse network – in this case the heterosexual compulsion – which shapes 
them both.   
Ernest Tuveson takes the next step and attributes full authorship of the ghost to 
Alice Staverton: he wonders whether she may have imagined the figure and then 
transmitted it telepathically, in all of its vivid physical detail, to Brydon.459  Tuveson 
offers this possibility as a throwaway within parentheses, set off from his actual 
argument,460 but – assuming the ghost is an invention of the mind – in fact what Tuveson 
casually articulates must be the case.  If, as is the case in most criticism, the only dream 
we consider is the troublesome third dream that proves Alice has seen the same image 
Brydon has seen, then we are free to argue that Brydon has transmitted the mental image 
to telepathic Alice Staverton in his distress, or that both take separate paths to invent the 
same figure in the “cold dim dawn.”  In fact, the first two dreams are the troublesome 
ones.  In them, Alice Staverton sees the same unmistakable ravaged figure she sees in the 
third, but she does so before Brydon has seen him.  I grant the possibility that Brydon 
may have transmitted the final image, but he certainly could not have transmitted the first 
two.  If the apparition has an author, then, that author is Alice Staverton.   
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This hypothesis is supported throughout the novella whenever the narrator 
suggests Alice Staverton’s knowledge of the supernatural may exceed Brydon’s.  As 
Brydon guides her on her first visit to the house on the jolly corner, he tosses off “Oh 
ghosts! – of course the place must swarm with them,” and the narrator describes Alice 
Staverton’s striking reaction: 
Miss Staverton’s gaze again lost itself, and things she didn’t utter, it was 
clear, came and went in her mind.  She might even for the minute, off 
there in the fine room, have imagined some element dimly gathering.  
Simplified, like the death-mask of a handsome face, it perhaps produced 
for her just then an effect akin to the stir of an expression in the ‘set’ 
commemorative plaster.461 
 
At this moment in the narrative the reader does not yet know about Alice Staverton’s first 
two dreams, which she has already had.  Thus, this seems a simple moment of mental 
calculation: she is thinking perhaps about how to trick him into staying on in New York, 
and the occult imagery appears to come from the narrator’s sensibility. In hindsight, 
when Alice Staverton looks away into the open space of the house she may be creatively 
conjuring, and when she imagines “some element dimly gathering” she can already call 
up in her mind the appearance of the apparition Brydon will not see for another month.  
The gathering figure creates an effect like movement on a dead face; Alice Staverton is 
both fortune teller and materialist medium.  In a month’s time, Brydon will gaze over the 
same rooms with an eye for movement, “rejoicing above all, as much as he might, in 
open vistas, reaches of communication between rooms and by passages; the long straight 
chance or show, as he would have called it, for the revelation he pretended to invite.”462  
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Brydon hunts for a meaning that Alice Staverton may have already seen or imagined in 
that space – if anyone is the “reader,” it would seem to be him.   
At the end of the tale, Alice Staverton reveals that she had known all along that he 
would hunt for and find the apparition: 
“I’ve known, all along,” she said, “that you’ve been coming.” 
“’Known’ it - ?” 
“Well, I’ve believed it.  I said nothing to you after that talk we had 
a month ago – but I felt sure.  I knew you would,” she declared. 
“That I’d persist, you mean?” 
“That you’d see him.”463 
The reader need not take her word for it; the confident final line of this dialogue proves 
she has divined what happened.  Since Brydon awoke, he has not mentioned that he saw 
the apparition, and yet Alice Staverton knows to a certainty that he has.  If the apparition 
is real, Alice Staverton is the vanguard marching ahead effortlessly into the spirit realm; 
if the apparition is in a character’s mind then it is in Alice Staverton’s mind: she is the 
author and Spencer Brydon is the scribe; she is the imagining mind and he is the blank 
telepathic receptor.  The tables have turned. 
 I wish that we could stop here and allow Alice Staverton, like Ozick’s Theodora 
Bosanquet, to wrest some control from the man she admires.  As my language has 
already suggested, however, the meaning of The Jolly Corner remains always 
indeterminate.  Even bearing in mind that Alice Staverton knows and sees before Spencer 
Brydon, and that Brydon may be the receptive mind that records her authorial voice, we 
are left with innumerable dangling threads.  We do not know whether the apparition is a 
real occult presence or the product of Alice’s mind.  We do not know what, if anything, 
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the apparition symbolizes.  If Alice Staverton invented him, we do not know whether the 
apparition is an unintentional creation or a pawn in explicitly planned seductions, and if 
the latter, what motivates her to manipulate her friend.  We still do not know if Alice 
Staverton is angel or devil, or whether the ending is a happy one.   
The same occult capacity that gives Alice Staverton her power unravels the 
categories that would allow her claim to that power.  Roger Luckhurst, writing about the 
power struggle between Mrs. Piper and Dr. Hodgson, claims 
The inventive mutations of Mrs. Piper’s trance-state resulted in 
entanglements of researchers to such an extent that relations of instrument 
and operator, active subject and passive object, were disarranged, or even 
wholly inverted.  To term this a strategy of feminine resistance to 
masculine control, however, would be to rely on oppositions disturbed by 
trance-states… The “feminine” term is rendered unstable when, in such 
séances, “women become men and men become women.  There is no limit 
to who one could be or to how many.”464 
 
The idiomatic phrase “to turn the tables” refers to spinning the table of a game, like a 
chess board, so that one trades places with one’s opponent.465  If you turn the table 
enough times it no longer matters which side you are on; nobody wins.  Luckhurst’s 
claim appears overly optimistic in light of this discussion of the gendered position of 
occult and technological mediums.   In spite of Kittler’s assertion that “a medium is a 
medium is a medium… there is no difference between occult and technological media,” 
in the real world a secretary is a secretary.  She performs a task, she receives a payment, 
and she does not affect the attribution of authorship in any substantial way.  Outside the 
strict bounds of the professional role, however, things become more complicated.  
Ozick’s Theodora Bosanquet creates a secret mosaic text, and the real Bosanquet listens 
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to her real or imagined muse, Henry James, and writes; both women exercise a creativity 
that they choose not to claim, that yields no recognition and no payment.  Only James’s 
fictional Alice Staverton is empowered by her supernatural capacity, which – if it has 
seduced Brydon as it appears to – both earns his recognition and results in substantial 
economic gains.  It is significant, of course, that Alice Staverton, like Ozick’s Bosanquet, 
must work within the constraints of her discourse network (in this case, the pressure 
toward heterosexual marriage) to achieve her goal.  Still, out of all the real and imagined 
women we have discussed, James has imagined the most independent and powerful 
female medium. 
 
 
IV. The Fantastic Author 
 “Dictation” raises three possible relationships between the author and the text, 
each of which leads to a different reading of The Jolly Corner.  The novella also records 
its own overdetermination, as a product both of its author’s assertive desire for literary 
mastery and of its enveloping culture.  Certainly “Dictation” is in the most obvious sense 
a parable of Ozick’s anxiety of influence, an homage that is also a feminist revenge.  Like 
her protagonist, Ozick is beholden to her male predecessor, but she gets the last laugh.  
Ozick is well aware of the influence technological changes have on the possibilities of 
discourse, but “Dictation” rises from a deeper source.  The early decades of the twenty-
first century demand a reengagement with Henry James that is more widespread than one 
woman’s inspiration, as novelizations readily attest.  Ozick knows that Henry James is 
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pressingly current, and she believes she can illuminate why: “We can recognize him now 
as a powerful symbolist, one of the supreme literary innovators of consciousness.”466   
Occult readings provide a necessarily complication to open out Henry James’s 
complex vision of consciousness.  Sharon Cameron argues that late James novels 
construct a vision of consciousness that is not personal but relational, not in the 
individual but between individuals, a view that also applies to The Jolly Corner.  
Certainly Alice Staverton’s dream of the apparition, which she sees at the moment 
Brydon confronts him, is a thought that both and neither possess.  In this moment and in 
Brydon’s “two opposed projections” it is unclear which character, if any, is the 
controlling creative consciousness.  The debate over who authored the apparition 
presupposes that the apparition has an author, that it is the invention of one or more 
minds.  The psychological reading imposes this sometimes-unquestioned assumption.  
The text also allows for an occult reading, in which the apparition is a real figure from 
another reality, no more or less valid than the one that grounds the text.  In that case both 
Brydon and Alice Staverton are readers or critics, but not authors.  These readings are 
mutually exclusive and equally possible; thus, Spencer Brydon shimmers ambiguously 
between autonomous selfhood and a shared or impersonal consciousness.  Alice 
Staverton and Spencer Brydon both pursue their individual goals under the ambiguous 
influence of powerful systems (occult, national, economic, sexual).  When we ask The 
Jolly Corner whether consciousness exists within an individual or between individuals, its 
answer is “yes.” 
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Authorship is never really in question here: Henry James wrote his novella; 
Cynthia Ozick wrote hers.  But “Dictation” pinpoints the very contemporary struggle for 
authority that Henry James dramatizes in his ambiguous Gothic tale.  Henry James 
appeals to Ozick for two contradictory reasons.  On one hand, as the Master, he is a 
figure of literary nostalgia.  On the other, he is a prescient commentator on the tension 
between autonomous individuality and the shaping pressures of technology and other 
cultural forces.  Henry James too had to negotiate his position within powerful 
institutions that surrounded him, most notably the publishing industry and the James 
family.  In both systems, James struggled between a desire to escape them and a desire 
for recognition within them.  Spencer Brydon’s adventure of personality may be an 
attempt at self-creation, but his degree of control must remain an open question.  Ozick’s 
fictional Theodora Bosanquet achieves immortality by manipulating the writing of other 
authors, but she can neither claim authorship herself nor escape from the power structures 
that surround her.  And Cynthia Ozick is similarly trapped in a net of forces like 
ubiquitous technologies that shorten the attention span or an expanding but increasingly 
vocational higher education system; Ozick, perhaps, fears the compromising of her 
vocation in this era, and she looks for support to Henry James, the pinnacle of this 
vocation in his.  Evoking James may not guarantee Ozick the mastery she seeks, but at 
least, we might imagine, he would sympathize with her plight. 
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Trading in James:   
Alan Hollinghurst’s The Line of Beauty and The Spoils of Poynton 
 
It’s about someone who loves things more 
than people.  And who ends up with nothing, 
of course.  I know it’s bleak, but then I think 
it’s probably a very bleak book, even though 
it’s essentially a comedy. 
-Alan Hollinghurst 
    The Line of Beauty467 
 
“What would Henry James have 
made of us, I wonder?” [Penny] went on. 
“Well…” Nick chewed it over… 
“He’d have been very kind to us, he’d have 
said how wonderful we were and how 
beautiful we were, he’d have given us 
incredibly subtle things to say, and we 
wouldn’t have realized until just before the 
end that he’d seen right through us.” 
-Alan Hollinghurst 
The Line of Beauty468 
 
 
 Tóibín and Ozick return their readers to an imagined past, more or less faithful to 
the historical record.  Both authors are fascinated by the powers and limits of the creative 
consciousness, though they locate the mind within the different contexts of family and 
technology.  And both animate James as a character in the narrative, though Tóibín does 
so to explore James’s personality and Ozick does so to examine James’s significance as a 
model for fiction writers today.  The Line of Beauty is just as saturated with Henry James 
as are The Master and “Dictation,” but Alan Hollinghurst locates the narrative in 1980s 
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London rather than the England of James’s time, and rather than embodying James as a 
character he replaces the master with an acolyte: Nick Guest, who fancies himself a 
present-day Henry James.  This major change presupposes that we can never access the 
truth about James’s life and mind (a view with which Ozick would agree) and that 
discussions of James and his texts illuminate the attitudes of the present: the value of 
difficult literature in cultural and economic markets.  Hollinghurst’s Nick is a poor critic 
and writer, but literature has lost none of its power: James’s late fiction has much to teach 
him, once he learns to read it. 
 
 
I.  Nick Guest, Fleda Vetch and the Family Instinct 
 “I’m not a snob,” insists Nick Guest at the opening of Alan Hollinghurst’s 2004 
novel The Line of Beauty.  “I just love beautiful things.”469  The Line of Beauty follows 
Nick’s pursuit of beauty from the age of twenty one to twenty five: from a daydreaming 
virgin about to begin his doctorate at University College London to a jaded tabloid 
celebrity watching his friends and lovers die of AIDS.  He becomes disillusioned in those 
four short years, but he learns little.  His doctoral thesis on late-Jamesian style stagnates, 
he writes a dull screenplay adaptation of The Spoils of Poynton, and his crowning literary 
achievement is one issue of an immediately-defunct luxury magazine.  Though Nick feels 
a genuine passion for Henry James, he mis-uses his literary studies to get closer to the 
sources of power and money he idolizes.  His taste and graduate work ambiguously 
qualify him to advise the rich, and as he moves in their rarefied air he uses the name 
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“Henry James” as a code to identify his sexual proclivities and as a mask to hide them.  
Nick hides his affair with Wani Ouradi by posing as Wani’s consulting “aesthete.”  He 
hides in plain sight as a lodger in the Fedden household, where he can be close to his 
hopeless crush, his straight Oxford mate Toby Fedden.470  Wani provides Nick with 
money, drugs, a car and employment, but the Feddens provide Nick with something 
bigger: the opportunity to disown his middle-class family and ally himself with an upper-
class family, almost as their adopted son. 
 Nick Guest is a satellite, glowing with borrowed light.  He mimics Henry James’s 
style to steal his authority, imagining he possesses James’s dignity and syntactic 
suppleness as he dictates stilted letters to his own puzzled typist.471  Nick writes in 
James’s voice to the financial backers of his Spoils of Poynton film adaptation to argue 
for his interpretation, which will remain “true” to the original.  But he has misread the 
novel, and instead of communicating a clear vision of James’s text he only obfuscates.472  
Most of the time, Nick Guest is defined by his surname: an interloper enjoying the wealth 
that Wani Ouradi or the Feddens are generous enough to share.  He even imagines his 
Spoils of Poynton screenplay is so elegant “it was almost as if he’d written the book it 
was based on.”473  Nick functions as his idol’s failed replica and questionable interpreter; 
though the novel is saturated with James, he is not an embodied character as he is in The 
Master or “Dictation.”  As a result, The Line of Beauty reveals more about readers than 
authors.  Nick’s misuse of the humanities illustrates how much more is at stake than an 
historical appreciation of culture; Nick’s very selfhood is at stake, and when he misreads 
all his relationships suffer. 
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The most important function of Nick’s appropriations is one that he doesn’t see, a 
function that defines Hollinghurst’s novel on a larger scale.  When Nick thinks of himself 
as James or thinks of his friends as characters in a novel, he performs operative irony, 
which James defines in the preface to the New York Edition of “The Lesson of the 
Master”: operative irony “implies and projects the possible other case, the case rich and 
edifying where the actuality is pretentious and vain.”474  Nick explains this sort of cover-
up to his coworkers, saying the morally corrupt characters in James’s major phase 
describe one another as “magnificent” and “wonderful”; the more corrupt they are, the 
more beauty they see in one another.475  Nick fails to notice this pattern in his own life, 
the way he praises and justifies morally ugly people.  In one case, Nick uses quotations 
he cribbed from late James to disguise the sordid reality of a sexual threesome that had 
fulfilled Wani’s desires but made Nick feel unloved.476  James’s language is a campy 
performance for Nick’s gay coworkers, but it also contains the “possible other case,” the 
more refined ideal for which Nick yearns.  Nick thinks his lover Wani Ouradi secretly 
loves him, when Wani repeatedly tells Nick he is paying him as a sexual companion.  He 
thinks his crush Toby’s father Gerald Fedden is a powerful family man and his mother 
Rachel Fedden is Nick’s shrewd aristocratic ally; in fact, Gerald is an egomaniacal 
adulterer, and the fickle Rachel doesn’t care for Nick at all.  Even after he faces 
irrefutable evidence, he manufactures justifications that allow him to believe his friends’ 
cruelty is a funny form of love. 
 Operative irony functions more broadly, for while The Line of Beauty offers 
Nick’s pretentious reality, The Spoils of Poynton hovers just beneath the surface as a 
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parallel or counterpoint, the potentially edifying “other case.”  Nick Guest and Fleda 
Vetch have a great deal in common, beginning with the name: Nick of course is a “guest” 
in every home, and a “vetch” is legume that may produce a beautiful flower, but which 
borrows its shape from another plant.477  Both characters emotionally disown their 
parents, keeping up the appearance of friendly contact for special events but otherwise 
writing them off.478  Nick and Fleda leave behind cluttered childhood homes to try to 
forge an alliance with a new family with better taste and a handsome, dim son.  Both 
work as tireless helpmates to their chosen families, but both lose the things and the man 
in the end.  The Line of Beauty is just as much about Thatcher era politics and the AIDS 
crisis as it is about art and literature, but looking at the novel through its preoccupation 
with Henry James draws into focus two primary issues: abusive families and modes of 
misreading.  In his Notebooks, James wrote that what first drew him to the “germ” of The 
Spoils of Poynton was its family drama.  At a Christmas Eve party, Mrs. Anstruther-
Thompson told James the story of a mother living in a house full of beautiful things.479  
After her son married, he and his wife insisted on keeping the contents of the home, and 
the mother lashed out by litigating and stirring up a public scandal.  Finally, the desperate 
woman dishonored herself in an attempt to strike a blow at her son, claiming that he was 
not his father’s son.480  Hideous public scandal disappears in James’s novel but appears in 
The Line of Beauty: Nick is finally expelled from his adopted home after a scandal in the 
tabloids over his gay love affair brings shame upon the Feddens.   
 The Line of Beauty’s resemblance to The Spoils of Poynton extends to Fleda’s and 
Nick’s “perverse” personalities, which both manifest dysfunctions that develop in 
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abusive homes.  Nick’s appropriation of James and use of operative irony are 
sophisticated coping mechanisms that aid denial and manipulation.  Fleda has grown up 
neglected, without a mother and with a father willing to support her financially but who 
would rather not be in her company.481  When Fleda visits her father he leaves for his 
club right after breakfast and does not reappear until midnight, when his silent scowl 
makes Fleda feel she is inconveniencing him.482  What is this but active alcoholism?  Mr. 
Vetch is in terrible health, looks more than ten years older than he is, habitually stays out 
past midnight at his club, and when he returns he cannot “risk long words” with his 
daughter.483  Fleda enables him at her sister’s wedding, priding herself that “her father 
[had been] kept brilliant on a single bottle,” presumably less than he is accustomed to.484  
Mrs. Gareth’s home is dry, but Fleda’s new mother is as compulsive a hoarder as Adam 
Verver.485  Like Maggie Verver, Fleda exhibits the coping behaviors of the neglected 
child.  She tries to be perfect to guarantee the continued love of others, and she expects 
others to be perfect in order to earn her love.486  Her cardinal rule is that “You mustn’t 
break faith.  Anything is better than that,” even if circumstances change after the vow.487 
In her quest for stability, Fleda needs to believe that the same rules apply to everyone – 
rules that will protect her if she needs them.    Fleda so deeply fears abandonment that 
she is willing to act knowingly as a servant, paid only in proximity to beautiful objects.488  
The most important service she provides is acting as “communicator” between mother 
and son, a triangulation that enables the Gareths’ estrangement and enmeshes her more 
deeply in the family.489 
190 
 
 
 
Fleda even indulges in imaginative mind reading like Maggie’s, which James 
encloses in quotation marks that give it a misleading narrative immediacy.  As Fleda 
imagines Owen thinking that the fight over Poynton has crystallized the stark difference 
between Mona’s vulgarity and Fleda’s refinement, the narrator suggests the silence was 
“clearer than he could have spoken it.”490  Owen, for his part, is like the healthy and 
independent characters of The Golden Bowl.  Like Charlotte in her early conversation 
with the Prince, Owen has the courage to articulate his desire for Fleda, who hides her 
feelings for Owen as long as she can.491  Like the Prince, Owen possesses both an 
inheritance from his family (a literal one in this case) and more importantly a “private 
self” quite distinct from his powerful mother.  Like Bob Assingham, Owen can recognize 
that other people’s actions and opinions are none of his business.  When Fleda speculates 
“I can easily fancy what the Brigstocks would say!” Owen immediately replies “It’s none 
of their business, is it?”492  Fleda dismisses him, thinking he lacks imagination, but 
perhaps she should envy his blissful autonomy: he never worries about why Mrs. Gareth 
hates Mona, because he accepts “there were lots of things, especially in people’s minds, 
that a fellow didn’t understand.”493   
 Nick Guest exhibits many of Maggie and Fleda’s traits, though he is more passive 
than his predecessor.  Nick is a refraction of Henry James, and his coping mechanisms 
come at a remove as well.  Both of his parents are teetotalers, but his mother exhibits 
adult child tendencies and passes them along to Nick.  Antiques-dealer Don Guest 
teaches Nick about escritoires and encoignures, but Dot Guest teaches Nick about 
avoidance and triangulation through a too-permeable boundary between them: “he was so 
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attuned to her moods, to the currents of implication between a mother and an only child, 
that he could see the lines of her anxiety without effort.”494  When Gerald Fedden offers 
the Guests a chance to explore Kensington Park Gardens while the family is in France, 
Dot declines because it would give her access to concrete details about Nick’s life and 
even though she worries about him, she is afraid of learning something even more 
unsettling.  Nick echoes her anxiety when he meets his boyfriend’s ex, singing songs to 
himself to block out their chatter and avoid learning anything about Leo’s past.495  And 
just as Dot quizzes Gerald Fedden in the hopes that she will like his answers better than 
Nick’s, Nick learns the most intimate details about his lovers not from them, but through 
gossip.496  The target of Dot Guest’s timid anxiety is often the barely-acknowledged fact 
of Nick’s sexuality.  Nick’s shame, combined with the transience of the family’s 
possessions (Don Guest sells antiques that Nick thinks of as fixtures of the family home), 
results in a fear of abandonment that drives him to seek unfaltering approval.  He resents 
his first boyfriend, Leo, because Nick is only happy with “flawless tenderness”: “he 
wanted pure compliments, just as he wanted unconditional love.”497  Fears of judgment 
and change escalate when Nick leaves his parents’ anxious home and enters alcoholic 
environments.  At the Feddens’, every meal and event is marked with alcohol,498 and later 
Wani Ouradi’s cocaine addiction colors Nick’s workplace, home and social life.  As he 
seeks acceptance in volatile environments, Nick uses the coping mechanisms he learned 
at home in an impossible attempt to guarantee permanent love. 
The Spoils of Poynton and The Line of Beauty, like The Golden Bowl, explore the 
drama of integrating an outsider into a family’s culture, but the focus has shifted.  The 
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Spoils of Poynton and The Line of Beauty are not about the powerful family system that 
changes new members, but about figures – motivated by a love of beauty – who desire to 
enter the system and find they cannot.  Fleda and Nick both worship beauty, but the 
cultural significance of art has changed a great deal in the almost-century that separates 
them.  We can imagine the pleasure with which Nick, so full of desire to escape his 
middle-class origins, might read the opening chapter of The Spoils of Poynton.  Mrs. 
Gareth, strolling the grounds of the hideous Brigstock estate, Waterbath, comes upon the 
unassuming Fleda Vetch, who even in stillness pulsates with a palpable “passion for the 
exquisite.”499  The women immediately form a powerful bond of taste that opens the door 
to a new life for the girl: 
[Fleda] was in her small way a spirit of the same family as Mrs. Gareth.  
On that flushed and huddled Sunday a great matter occurred; her little life 
became aware of a singular quickening.  Her meagre past fell away from 
her like a garment of the wrong fashion, and as she came up to town on 
the Monday what she stared at in the suburban fields from the train was a 
future full of the things she particularly loved.500 (emphasis added) 
 
When Nick Guest invests in his humanities education, honing his taste both at his father’s 
antique shop and in the halls of higher education, he is banking on a faith that “a passion 
for the exquisite” can prove his salvation in the 1980s just as it promised to be Fleda’s 
salvation in the 1890s.   
Hollinghurst suggests the cultural capital of the humanities has depreciated, and 
Nick is confronted at every turn by people who don’t know or care about art, music or 
literature.  When he tries to explain his work to a guest at the Kessler dinner party she 
insists she has read something by Henry James: Mister Johnson, and when he tries to 
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impress his coworkers at the magazine they haven’t heard of James’s novels.501  When he 
tells his boyfriend’s lower-class mother that he is in a graduate English program she gives 
“a serene nod, as if to say that this was something infinitely superior but also of course 
fairly foolish,”  and when he tells upper-class Lord Lionel Kessler, his expression 
conveys mild disappointment.502  Nick’s aesthetic training helps him enter upper-class 
circles, but it does not help him fit in.503  In many contexts, people sense Nick’s 
strangeness and indirectly interview him about his relationship to others.504  He finds 
himself stranded in a no-man’s land between his family of origin and the family he 
wishes to join, fitting nowhere.  
 Fleda is faced with a simpler choice than Nick, though neither option is 
particularly happy: she can remain with her family of origin (an alliance with her 
practical sister Maggie, most likely, since her father is emotionally absent) or join the 
Gareth family as daughter or wife.  Hollinghurst multiplies the options: Nick must decide 
whether to remain with the Guests or transfer his allegiance to one of three other families.    
In each case a beloved young man opens the door to a new family system, and in each 
case Nick judges his options based on a hierarchy of taste.  Leo Charles, Nick’s first 
boyfriend, introduces him to the Charles family, which Nick cannot take seriously; their 
ugly house echoes Waterbath, and their lower-class lifestyle and religious faith threaten 
to drag Nick down the social ladder he wants to climb.  Toby Fedden, an Oxford friend 
on whom Nick has a passionate but unrequited crush, introduces Nick to the more 
alluring Fedden family, whose two homes at Kensington Park Gardens and Hawkeswood 
are full of beautiful objects.  Finally Wani Ouradi, Nick’s deeply-closeted second 
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boyfriend, introduces Nick to the Ouradi family, whose wealth compensates for the 
garish taste on display in their homes at Lowndes Square and the Ogee office.  Nick 
sacrifices himself to the Feddens and Ouradis by enabling their immoral choices because 
he mistakenly thinks they hold the keys to his Poynton, but The Line of Beauty has no 
Poynton: only innumerable Waterbaths.   
 Nick reflects that “all families are silly in their own way,”505 and in The Line of 
Beauty all families misread in their own way.  Each family draws a particular interpretive 
error into focus, or, if you prefer, each interpretive error draws a particular dysfunction 
into focus.  Nick inhabits multiple positions on the spectrum between serious intellectual 
discourse and popular culture.  He begins with a “pure” interest in Henry James’s late 
style during his graduate work at University College London, then enters an intermediate 
phase in which he adapts James’s The Spoils of Poynton into a commercial screenplay, 
and finally dedicates himself to commercialism in the Ogee magazine, which places 
articles on aesthetics alongside luxury advertisements.  Nick fails in all three projects, 
just as he fails to enter all three families.  This is not because his refined taste alienates 
him from his audience, but because he is just as vulgar as they are.  The Charles family 
draws out Nick’s analytical myopia, which limits his capacity to learn and to empathize.  
The Feddens model the aristocratic hoarding of art, and while their treatment of fine 
objects shows how the humanities continue to matter in the 1980s, it also reveals that 
possession is more important than understanding.  Nick treats the Feddens the way they 
treat art, placing them unexamined on a pedestal.  The Ouradis expose Nick to a 
temptation Fleda could not dream of: the promise of wealth that comes with 
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commercializing reproduced art.  As Nick replicates the objects and texts he loves he 
becomes alienated from himself and others, and he devalues the original, a process 
mirrored in the compulsions Nick indulges with Wani as they chase that first high of 
cocaine.  Hollinghurst implicates contemporary culture in his portraits of misreading, 
raising questions about whether it is possible to communicate the preoccupations of 
serious literary scholarship to a popular audience, whether it is possible to both worship 
artwork and maintain hermeneutic neutrality, whether it makes sense to treat literary 
studies as a vocational degree.   
As he pursues these men and their families, Nick struggles to fill a void: with 
love, with beauty, with status, with drugs.  Because he judges his success based on other 
people’s opinions of him, he attempts to use external props to solve an internal problem: 
what William James calls in The Varieties of Religious Experience the morbid 
melancholy of the divided self.  Today, James’s idea has found a place in the recovery 
narratives of twelve-step communities, as the divided addict lives a life of Dr. Jekyll and 
Mr. Hyde, hits bottom, and is reborn into sobriety.  Nick is a cocaine addict, divided into 
the private drug user and the wholesome public scholar.  He is divided, too, by his 
sexuality, hiding his gay desires beneath the pose of aesthete-bachelor.  The deep root of 
Nick’s morbid melancholy is not that he must keep his “real” self a secret, but that he 
lacks a solid center.  Nick honors contradictory values, desires mutually-exclusive things, 
and stands in constant judgment of his own social performance.  Similarly, Fleda’s 
competing faithfulness to beauty, love and moral laws tears her apart.506  The internal 
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divisions of both characters lead them to hypocrisy,507 distance them from the objects of 
their desire and burden them with what William James calls a “sick soul.” 
In James’s time the solution to this sickness was a religious conversion, but in 
Hollinghurst’s secular world God is not the answer.  Nick and Fleda both think they are 
faithful to a noble idea of beauty, so perhaps a wholehearted commitment to the ideal of 
art could be the higher power that would save them from their divided selves.  The Spoils 
of Poynton warns that it may be both noble and dangerous to worship at the shrine of art.  
The Preface seems to counsel some healthy skepticism when James calls the Poynton 
collection the Gareths’ household gods, gleaming like “brazen idols” on an altar.508  
Fleda is a devout follower of Mrs. Gareth’s noble idea, a lifetime of work that culminates 
in Poynton not only as a collection of distinct objects but as a perfectly-conceived 
totality.  Fleda believes this idea transcends possession, and she cares more for the 
preservation and protection of the collection than for any rightful owner.  Even Fleda, the 
model of altruistic appreciation, can sound a bit crazed when she imagines she is a 
pilgrim worshipping Poynton in the desert,509 but Mrs. Gareth takes their religion too far, 
crying out “I’m a rank bigot – about that sort of thing!... I’ve never denied it.  I’d kidnap 
– to save them, to convert them – the children of heretics.  When I know I’m right I go to 
the stake.  Oh he may burn me alive!”510  Fleda’s silent contemplation in the desert is 
Mrs. Gareth’s holy war.  Still, even the crusader claims that she would be happy to give 
up Poynton to a caretaker that would respect its holy contents.  In Nick’s world, Mrs. 
Gareth’s noble idea has deteriorated into a fiction Nick uses to justify his presence among 
the elite.  Beauty matters if it conveys power, whether buying-power or the stamp of 
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upper-class breeding.  The cult value of the beautiful object transmits power to its 
owners, for whom possession is paramount.  Nick is truly in the desert, and though he 
calls out to God he receives no reply.  In the end of the novel Nick begins to learn that he 
has been coming at the question from the wrong direction: he had been looking to art and 
its accompanying power to give him a sense of wholeness, but only his own integrated 
emotional life could grant him access to the beauty of art. 
 
 
II. The Charles Family and the Blank Centre of Consciousness 
 Nick’s first boyfriend, Leo Charles, introduces Nick to two new families he might 
join: the figurative family of London’s intergenerational gay community, and Leo’s real 
family.  Nick is unable to join the gay lineage to which Leo belongs for the same reason 
he finds the lower-class Charleses repugnant: as Fleda judges the Brigstocks against her 
aesthetic prejudices, Nick judges the world against what he imagines are Jamesian 
prejudices.  It is ironic that Nick’s misreading should bar him from his lover, since Nick 
thinks of James as a precursor that will help him find his way in the uncharted territory of 
gay love.  Nick is certainly not the first to try to forge this relationship with James, as 
Tóibín’s treatment of James abundantly shows.  For Tóibín, this master/pupil relationship 
fails because we look to an inaccurate characterization of Henry James as self-possessed, 
modern gay forbear; for Hollinghurst, the relationship fails because the pupil focuses on 
the wrong lessons. 
198 
 
 
 
Nick is drawn to study the master for the same reason many contemporary 
novelists have taken him as a subject: he wants to explore the relationship between 
James’s sexual life and his art.  Nick’s doctoral thesis at University College London will 
argue that James’s late style “hides things and reveals things at the same time.”511  The 
late style has sparked discussions about gender and sexuality since the author’s 
lifetime,512 but when Nick wants to hide and reveal his own sexuality he turns to the 
blunter instrument of the author’s name.  As Nick reveals himself to Lord Kessler as “a 
James man,” he “grinned with pleasure and defiance, it was a kind of coming out,”513 but 
he worries that discussing James with Lord Kessler suggests that the elderly bachelor is 
also gay.514  James offers a potential bond, a code to define a gay community, but the 
name “Henry James” may carry a dangerous charge in other contexts.  Nick is more 
guarded with the Feddens’ socially conservative friends; he worries that mentioning his 
James thesis will lead to questions about his own sexual secrets, and his reticence, like 
Maggie Verver’s, both helps him avoid social conflict and delays the “expression” that 
would free him of the burden of secrecy.515  Nick believes he is out to the Feddens, but 
the Jamesian reluctance to openly discuss his sexuality allows the family to ignore it, and 
at the end of the novel Nick learns how mistaken he had been.516 
 The Line of Beauty obscures the details of Nick’s scholarly work, focusing instead 
on the way his James projects function as capital in different social economies.  As a 
result, Nick’s stake in James is quite personal: James has much to teach Nick, he thinks, 
about how to negotiate and even charm a hostile social environment.  Rather than 
assuming the critical distance of the scholar-critic, Nick assumes the relationship of a 
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younger pupil to an older master.  Nick’s James is always the elder James; Nick is 
obsessed with the late style, preoccupied in particular with The Spoils of Poyton (1897) 
and A Small Child and Others (dictated 1911), texts James produced after the age of fifty.  
Contemporary novelizations of James’s life and legacy also tend to focus on the elder 
author, with particular interest in his failed career as a playwright, his transition from 
handwriting to dictation and his death.  Like Nick, novelists are trapped in the position of 
younger pupils, the inheritors of James’s lessons, and to the extent that novelizations are 
autobiographical they record each author’s personal relationship to his predecessor.  The 
preoccupation with late James is also a response to trends in scholarship, however, and 
suggests that James’s later life in particular deserves re-imagining in light of ever-
increasing public access to James’s letters. 
At the end of his study Monopolizing the Master, which traces the history of 
James scholarship from the author’s life through Leon Edel’s influential career, Michael 
Anesko calls for James scholars to celebrate May 4, 1973, the date when Alexander 
James wrote to the head librarian at Harvard’s Houghton library and told him to open the 
James family archive to researchers.  Before that date, James’s descendants and their 
deputy, Leon Edel, prevented all graduate students and most professional scholars from 
accessing the materials, supposedly in an attempt to protect the James family from 
opportunists who would throw all closet doors open to unsympathetic eyes.517  Since the 
opening of the archive many volumes of James letters have been published, including a 
four-volume set edited by Leon Edel (1974-1984), Henry James: A Life in Letters edited 
by Phillip Horne (1999) and The Complete Letters of Henry James edited by Pierre A. 
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Walker and Greg W. Zacharias (2006-); most importantly, however, the publication of 
Dearly Beloved Friends: Henry James’s Letters to Younger Men in 2001 and Beloved 
Boy: Letters to Hendrik C. Andersen 1899-1915 in 2004 (an Italian-language edition had 
been published in 2000) provided access to James’s later-in-life epistolary love affairs, 
material which had been guarded by James’s descendants.518 
 James’s late correspondence with younger men models a vision of gay pedagogy 
that Nick does not consider.  In one of the three existing letters Hendrik C. Andersen 
wrote to James, Andersen blends sexualized language with his desire for guidance from 
the older man: 
  I am always afraid that you will take your son Hendrik and lay him  
across your stout knee and spank him on both cheeks of his fat backsides... 
the fact is I want to get through with what I am doing first so you may be 
better able to judge of just how hard you should let your hand fall.  If there 
is any virtue in it as an idea you will not spank so hard I am sure… 
   But my dear friend, will you be willing to read through a  
few pages of this big book, if I send them to you?  Will you just hide in a 
closet and read them in silence and a little in the dark so that no one will 
observe the blush of pride and shame.  And if you see the chance of giving 
me a “tip,” for I need it, will you give it to me? 
   It is asking so much from you that I am almost afraid to  
appeal to you.  But my trust and faith are so secure and my desire to do a 
good work so keen that I know of no one in the world that could put me 
straight in the way you could, and I therefore turn to you and beg your 
counsel.519 
 
The first two paragraphs of Andersen’s letter are playfully sexual, narrating stage 
directions for James to spank the younger man, or to hide blushing in a closet and give 
Andersen a “tip.” The third paragraph does not disguise the sexuality, but it does re-exert 
the non-erotic mentoring relationship between the men.  The line between sex and art is 
not easy to parse520; in his Notebooks Henry James uses images of anality to describe his 
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creative process, first accumulating experiences that are “all packed away, now, thicker 
than I can penetrate, deeper than I can fathom,” which he will access later when “I shall 
be able to [plunge] my hand, my arm, in, deep and far, up to the shoulder – into the heavy 
bag of remembrance.”521  Andersen’s request for a spanking flirtatiously combines the 
realms of pedagogy and pederasty, in a moment of queer tutelage like that which Eve 
Sedgwick describes in “Is the Rectum Straight?”  Sedgwick challenges the assumption 
that erotic origins must be heterosexual, and considers the possibility of homosexual and 
even individual sites of origin.  A shift from the psychoanalytical focus on the phallus to 
James’s focus on the anus and the hand liberate sexual imagery to allow for hetero- and 
homosexuality as well as allo- and autoeroticism.  These equal-opportunity erotic sites 
have the potential to diffuse power imbalances that emerge in the male/female pairing, 
and the power Andersen grants James is due to his expertise rather than his sex.  In this 
letter, Andersen invites James to be his lover, his teacher and also a co-parent to his book.  
In a moment Andersen imagines, the contact between James’s hand and the younger 
man’s “fat backsides” figures an artistic collaboration between two men that may give 
birth to something new. 
Nick wishes to escape his family of origin, and for the most part he follows the 
heterosexist presumption that the foundation of any replacement family will by the dyad 
of mother and father: Mrs. Charles and her deceased husband, Mr. and Mrs. Fedden, Mr. 
and Mrs. Ouradi.  The possibility of queer tutelage exists, but he does not recognize that 
gay men have lessons to teach him.  Nick cannot take either of his boyfriends seriously 
because they refuse to forge bonds with Nick based on a shared love of literature, 
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classical music and art.  Like Fleda, Nick believes the first step toward intimacy is 
recognizing “a show of sensibility” in the other person,522 but Nick’s love for Henry 
James and other high cultural artifacts do nothing to establish a bond with Leo or with his 
later lover, Wani.  One afternoon Nick drives Wani to the house where Coleridge lived, 
an intimate moment he had dreamed about sharing with him, and Wani does nothing to 
hide his boredom and annoyance.523  After his affair with Leo has ended, Nick 
remembers the letter he had sent in response to Leo’s Lonely Hearts advertisement in a 
gay magazine; Nick had mentioned Henry James, Bruckner and other cultural interests, 
but he realizes he and Leo had never discussed any of them.524  Henry James – and art 
more broadly – fail to elicit a “show of sensibility” in the other, so they only mark the 
failure of intimacy and as a result Nick refuses to play Hendrik to Leo’s Henry.  The only 
queer tutor Nick is willing to consider – albeit in a detached and vague way – is Henry 
James himself. 
 Alan Hollinghurst’s early writing suggests he considers Henry James’s life a relic 
of gay history.   Earlier gay authors, and James in particular, are certainly important 
influences on Hollinghurst’s work (he re-read The Wings of the Dove as he wrote his 
1994 novel The Folding Star, and he modeled his 1999 novel The Spell on the narrative 
points of view in The Awkward Age525), and he thinks of himself as a self-consciously 
“bookish writer.”526  But his literary precursors do not provide models for 
relationships.527  Before he published his first novel, Hollinghurst toyed with and 
abandoned a manuscript about a self-consciously Jamesian love affair; he tried to write a 
novel about a young man living in Venice, who has an affair with his father’s mistress, 
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but he abandoned it because he could not sustain “[t]hat Jamesian or Proustian 
disguise.”528  Hollinghurst does not turn to Jameian disguises in his first published novel, 
The Swimming-Pool Library (1988): he set out to write a novel with a naturally and 
transparently gay narrator.529  The secrecy that Colm Tóibín has argued provides the 
intrinsic drama of gay narrative is no longer a given.  Yet Nick Guest is like a small child 
who would rather sit in his great-grandfather’s study than go out and play with the little 
boys his own age. 
 Nick remains trapped in a Victorian past; he reflects “he had the wrong kind of 
irony, the wrong knowledge for gay life.  He was still faintly shocked, among other 
emotions of interest and excitement, at the idea of a male couple.”530  His radiant 
fantasies of gay activity struggle against conservative discomfort.  Searching for what he 
imagines is a Jamesian ideal, Nick cannot join the real gay lineage to which Leo belongs.  
Leo’s ex-boyfriend, Pete, blazed a trail for the younger men; Nick presumes that Pete 
dismisses him not out of jealousy or apathy but because of an unbridgeable gap between 
Pete’s generation of “sexual defiance and fighting alliances” and Nick’s generation “who 
had never fought for anything.”531  In fact Leo could serve as the bridge between them; 
just as Leo leads Nick through his first gay experiences, Pete once led Leo, which unites 
the older men: when Pete accuses Leo of “hanging around the school gates again,” Leo 
strikes back “Well, I won’t remind you how old you were when you snatched me from 
my pram.”532  Leo is in his late twenties and Nick is twenty-one, and the age difference is 
not coincidental; Leo is bashful about the fact that Nick’s youth is attractive to him, but 
he clearly enjoys play-acting at teaching his young boyfriend.533   
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Presumably after Nick’s initiation he too, if he wishes, can teach other men, and 
at the beginning of Part II it briefly appears that Nick is teaching Wani the secrets of gay 
London.  Nick has found the radiant gay ideal that he yearned for: he takes Wani to an 
all-male public pond where the group of men lounging on a raft synthesizes the cruising 
lifestyle of Pete’s generation534 with the intimacy Nick desires.  As Nick swims he looks 
up at the group of men openly embracing in the sunlight, and then one man reaches down 
and pulls Nick up to join them:  “He had a sense of something fleeting and harmonic, 
longed for and repeated – it was the circling trees, perhaps, and the silver water, the 
embrace of a solitary childhood, and the need to be pulled up into a waiting circle of 
men.”535  Nick doesn’t feel at home with his own family, with his adopted family, or with 
his romantic partners: but he feels at home, for a fleeting moment, here.  As he jumps 
onto the raft he leaves his solitary childhood and enters an adult community.  He is 
unable to share his feeling with Wani, however, who finds the pond “primitive” and is 
afraid the men will steal his expensive watch or the keys to his Mercedes.536  Wani’s 
discomfort with Nick is similar to Nick’s earlier discomfort with Pete, but that does not 
mean Nick has matured into a knowing tutor.  Wani regains the power in their 
relationship almost immediately, forcing the unwilling Nick to solicit a stranger for a 
threesome before they even leave the pond.  Back at Wani’s house Nick’s alienation 
returns him to the powerlessness of his origins; when he sees Wani and the other man 
begin to kiss, he feels a fierce “misery unfelt since childhood.”537   
 Here and elsewhere, Nick fails to recognize the distinction between emotional 
intimacy and abuse, which Leo might have taught him.  Nick cannot take Leo’s lessons 
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seriously because he thinks, as his predecessor Fleda does, that character and taste are 
intertwined, and that an ugly house is symptomatic of what Mrs. Gareth calls an 
“abnormal nature.”538  Of course Owen Gareth lacks both imagination and taste and yet 
manages to have a great deal of charm, and Leo is a similar figure for Nick.539  But when 
Nick meets Leo’s family they bear the taint of Waterbath and trigger Nick’s class 
prejudice as well as his aesthetic disgust.  Fleda and Mrs. Gareth describe the Brigstock 
home in their first encounter; the house contains not only the wrong sentimental and 
mass-produced decorations but far too many of them: “they had smothered it… [t]he 
house was perversely full.” 540  Nick notices a similar “smothering” in the Charles 
apartment: 
He took in the tiny kitchen in a photographic glance, the wall units 
with sliding frosted-glass doors, the orange curtains, the church calendar 
with its floating Jesus, the evidence of little necessary systems, heaped 
papers, scary wiring, bowls stacked within bowls, and the stove with 
plates misted and beaded on the rack above a bubbling pan… 
They went into the front room, in which a heavy oak dining table 
and chairs, with bulbous Jacobean-style legs, were jammed in beside a 
three-piece suite that was covered in shiny ginger leather, or something 
like it.  There was a gas fire with a beaten copper surround under a ledge 
crowded with religious souvenirs.541 
 
Both Waterbath and Mrs. Charles’s home betray more than an absence of taste: each 
illustrates a competing priority.  If we read against the narrative prejudices of these 
passages, filtered through Fleda and Nick as centres of consciousness, Waterbath 
sacrifices perfect taste for the intimate memories of the family’s experiences – their 
imperfect art, their travels together – while Mrs. Charles’s home prioritizes faith and 
function.  The Fedden house resembles a museum (“mere living in a house like this could 
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have the look of burglary,” thinks Nick542), but the Charles home is full of necessary 
systems and daily reminders of the church community. 
 Mrs. Charles is a novelty: worshipping God above money, she offers a dizzying 
challenge to Nick’s views.  The centerpiece of Mrs. Charles’s bad taste is her 
reproduction of Holman Hunt’s The Shadow of Death, a painting which is too literal to 
earn Nick’s respect.  Their discussion of the painting shows that for all the differences in 
their art criticism, Mrs. Charles and Nick misread people in the same way. 
“And you know the clever thing about this one now…” She gave 
him the tolerant but crafty look for someone who holds the answer to the 
question. 
   To Nick the clever thing was perhaps the way the Virgin,  
kneeling by the chest that holds the hoarded gifts of the Magi, and seeing 
the portent of her son’s Crucifixion in her son’s shadow cast on the rear 
wall of the room, has her face completely hidden from us, so that the 
painting’s centre of consciousness, as Henry James might have thought of 
her, is effectively a blank; and that this was surely an anti-Catholic 
gesture.  He said, “Well, the detail is amazing – those wood shavings look 
almost real, everything about it’s so accurate…” 
   “No, no…” said Mrs. Charles, with amiable scorn.  “You see,  
the way the Lord Jesus is standing there, he’s making a shadow on the 
wall that’s just the same image of himself on the Cross!”543 
 
Both Nick and Mrs. Charles read selectively: he prioritizes the scholarly discourse of 
literary and art criticism, and Mrs. Charles prioritizes her faith.  Though Mrs. Charles 
focuses on the most obvious symbol, her relationship to that fundamental religious 
iconography is of a depth Nick cannot fathom.  Nick is unable to empathize with Mrs. 
Charles, who becomes the Virgin, “her face completely hidden” because she does not 
possess the taste that is Nick’s measure of a person’s worth.  Nick’s reading is more 
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interesting and complex, but he cannot see the irony: the lessons he learns in school do 
not help him see the people in his life with any accuracy.   
For all their differences, Mrs. Charles and Nick both fail to bond with Leo 
because of myopia, unable to see past their personal dogmas of religion and of class-
coded aesthetics.544  Leo’s face is completely hidden from both Mrs. Charles and Nick for 
different reasons.  The Holman Hunt scene foreshadows Leo’s early death from AIDS, 
and as Leo momentarily adopts the gesture of the Christ figure Mrs. Charles’s enforced 
ignorance comes into focus.  She refuses to recognize his sexuality in life or in death; 
Leo’s sister Rosemary later explains to Nick that Mrs. Charles had accepted that her son 
had AIDS but refused to entertain the possibility that he was gay (which would be a 
mortal sin), preferring to tell herself that he caught it from a toilet seat or a sandwich.545  
There are other, admittedly smaller, parts of Leo that Nick’s prejudices suppress.  Leo 
works for the local government and holds liberal views that clash with the Feddens’ 
conservatism, though the lovers never discuss politics: a suppression on Nick’s part, 
presumably, to keep the peace.  Leo is also a film buff, a passion Nick belittles by 
assuming that Leo’s opinions are all plagiarized from Time Out film reviews.  When Leo 
“rather humourlessly patrolled [film] against Nick’s pretensions,546 he is defending more 
than his cinematic interests. 
 Nick’s inability to read the lower-class Mrs. Charles and Leo resembles Fleda’s 
difficulty reading vulgar Mrs. Brigstock and Mona; every description of the Brigstocks is 
a portrait of absence.  Mrs. Charles at least has a reaction to art, while the Brigstocks 
seem to feel nothing. The first time she sees Mona, Fleda observes, “she stood there 
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without a look in her eye or any perceptible intention of any sort in any other feature… 
whatever she communicated she communicated, in a manner best known to herself, 
without signs.”547  Fleda later makes the strange claim that “there was nothing to know 
[Mrs. Brigstock’s mind] by: it strayed and bleated like an unbranded sheep.”548  If the 
Brigstocks are unbranded, then Fleda is branded and belongs to someone – presumably 
Mrs. Gareth.  Fleda’s perceptive sister Maggie (whom James says, tongue-in-cheek, 
“[exemplifies] the perhaps truer distinction of nature that characterized the house of 
Vetch”549) worries that the Gareths are using her younger sister, and that Fleda’s 
suffering is not worth the pleasures of Poynton.550  At what cost is Fleda’s distinctive 
branding?  Unlike the Virgin in Holman Hunt’s painting, Mona and Mrs. Brigstock look 
Fleda full in the face, and still she cannot see them.  If they are branded, it is by values 
that Fleda lacks the experience or language to understand.  The Charleses, too, bear the 
signs of a cultural heritage, faith, and taste that Nick cannot understand even when it is 
exposed.  
The Line of Beauty suggests it should not be so easy to distinguish between Fleda 
and Mona,551 since Nick Guest sometimes parallels Fleda’s refined aestheticism and 
sometimes Mona’s new-money lewdness.  For all their differences, the two women desire 
the same man, the same home and an alliance with the Gareths that would lift them 
socially.   In The Spoils of Poynton we get a glimpse of the young women’s buried 
similarities.  Fleda observes, “Mona kept dropping her eyes, as she walked, to catch the 
sheen of her patent-leather shoes, which resembled a man’s and which she kicked 
forward a little – it gave her an odd movement – to help her see what she thought of 
209 
 
 
 
them.”552  Fleda sums up Mona in one mannish and superficial gesture.  Later, “Our 
young lady [Fleda] crept to and fro before the bench, combating the sense that it was 
occupied by a judge, looking at her boot-toes, reminding herself in doing so of Mona, and 
lightly crunching the pebbles as she walked.”553  Fleda moves this way to distract from 
her fear, which casts a new light on Mona in hindsight: in both scenes the young women 
are being judged by the terrifying Mrs. Gareth; if we resist Fleda’s prejudice we might 
imagine Mona has a similar emotional experience.  Her gesture then is not hollow 
superficiality but nervousness.  Fleda, nevertheless, is quick to assume that Mona’s 
emptiness disqualifies her from having anything substantial in common with her.  
Nick is also struck from time to time by Leo’s secret interiority; he assumes that 
Leo is unemotional, but is occasionally shocked by the intensity of Leo’s love or, more 
tellingly, his anger that Nick doubts his love.554  Both Nick and Mrs. Charles impose 
readings that fail to acknowledge his experience.  Nick thinks that Leo “was a figure of 
wrenching poetry…, but was not himself poetic,”555 suggesting Leo lacks taste but can be 
put to Nick’s aesthetic uses in romantic narratives and sexual fantasies.  It is natural that 
when Nick aestheticizes not only art but human relationships Leo finds him “daft and 
even creepy.”556  Nick’s tendency to objectify and aestheticize people is explicit on the 
evening he visits the Charles home.  As the men leave, Nick says “They’re wonderful,” 
“meaning to be kind – though he heard the word land… as if in inverted commas, and 
underlined too: the wonderful of gush, of connoisseurship, of Kensington Park Gardens,” 
the Fedden home.557  After an uncomfortable evening in the Charleses’ cluttered 
apartment, trying to communicate across the unbridgeable divides of class and religion, 
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the only way Nick can pay them a compliment is to flatten the family into a picturesque 
tableau that he can then assess from the detached, nonreciprocal position of the critic.  
Later, in the quiet fading of their relationship, Nick sees himself as the victim, abandoned 
by Leo in the echoing silence of his unreturned “I love yous.”  But Nick is also a snob 
who fails to recognize Leo’s attempts to establish reciprocal intimacy. 
 Nick expects the older and more experienced Leo to take the reins in the 
relationship and for the most part he does, though Nick is often the one who sets the 
limits of their intimacy.  The only time Nick tries to reciprocate Leo’s invitation to the 
Charleses is the closing scene of the novel’s first section, when he invites Leo over to an 
empty Kensington Park Gardens.  For Nick the scene is a turning point carrying the 
promise of a more intimate future, but it is also a manipulative seduction.  With the 
family away, Nick is only revealing a small part of his life to Leo, the setting rather than 
the cast.  This offer of Kensington Park Gardens is perhaps in good faith, parallel to 
Leo’s invitations to the films that matter so much to him but bore Nick.  However, Leo 
repeatedly tries to involve Nick in the fabric of his life, taking Nick not only to meet his 
mother and sister at home, but to meet his ex-lover Pete in his antique shop.  Nick is 
incapable of this level of intimacy, and Leo’s reticence is a logical reaction to the 
emotional unavailability Nick repeatedly displays.558 
 Introducing Leo to the Guests never occurs to Nick and introducing him to his 
friends seems a stressful occurrence best avoided.  But the issue of Leo meeting the 
Feddens does come up again and again, and Nick actively avoids the possibility.  When 
Toby Fedden learns about Leo at the Hawkswood party he tells Nick he should have said 
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something earlier and brought him along.559  Through a veil of polite euphemisms Rachel 
Fedden tells Nick that his boyfriend is welcome to visit him at their home.560  Nick is 
incapable of taking them up on their offers, for the thought of Leo mixing with his 
Oxford classmates or the Feddens is “a nexus of every snobbery and worry.” 561  
Imagining Leo in Kensington Park Gardens brings out a deeper snobbery, charged with 
classism, racism and the deep resistance to his own sexuality.  Nick is incapable of 
accepting Rachel’s offer, and thinks with great shame that he would likely lie and bring 
home a white graduate student in Leo’s place.562  Leo, however, is keen to meet Nick’s 
“family.”  One evening Nick is staying in for a family dinner with some MPs and Leo 
suggests that Nick invite him over,563 the latest instance of many when Leo expressed this 
desire, and this time too Nick moves on without addressing the request directly.  Nick 
tells himself he does so to honor a higher aesthetic value.  He rewrites the narrative: 
“there was also a rightness in not seeing Leo, a romance in separation, while the fabulous 
shock of their afternoon sank in.  Days like these had their design, their upward and 
downward curves: it would be unshapely to change the plan.”564  Leo is not privy to these 
narrative arcs, and feels only resentment at once again having been ignored.   
 Sensible Owen and Leo lack the patience for their lovers’ anxieties.  Leo tells 
Nick at the outset that he wants more than just sex, and the more effusive Owen states 
outright “I’m in love with you!” and begs Fleda to talk of marriage.565 When Leo leaves 
Nick for “a square-shouldered practical man,” it is a long time coming.566  Read against 
Nick’s failure in The Line of Beauty Owen’s decision to marry Mona seems logical 
enough.  Leo and Mona remain “effectively a blank” because Nick and Fleda are 
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selective readers.  But Mona knows how to articulate exactly what she wants, a perhaps 
refreshing distinction from Fleda’s manipulative secrecy and rigid rules.  Mrs. Charles 
models the type of misreading that bars Nick from forging connections with others.  His 
faithfulness to an aesthetic value system, the very values he believes will guarantee him 
acceptance just as Fleda’s aesthetic sense earned her a place in Mrs. Gareth’s home, 
instead guarantee his isolation.  
 
 
III. The Fedden Family and the Problem with Gilt 
Nick tends to flatten the men he loves into aesthetic objects, minimizing their 
flaws and complexities both to protect himself from their rejection, and for the sake of a 
beautiful image or beautiful story.  Nick is a collector that not only indulges a love of 
surfaces but also seeks the social power and emotional stability he hopes ownership may 
confer.  His adopted family, the Feddens, model the benefits of possession that accrue at 
the intersection of taste and wealth.  Nick believes he has taste in spades but lacks wealth, 
and he hopes that the Feddens will help him invest what he does have – the cultural 
capital of an Oxford education and graduate work in Henry James – to great dividends 
including the love of their beautiful son Toby, the admiration of their powerful friends, 
and proxy ownership of their homes, furniture and art.  Nancy Bentley has written that 
Fleda Vetch plays a redemptive role in The Spoils of Poynton; as Owen’s potential bride, 
she sublimates the real story of power and property in a story of morally upright romantic 
love.  We could say Nick sublimates his own desire for the Feddens’ possessions in a 
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narrative of family love, but it would be equally true to say he sublimates his desire for 
family love in a narrative of his role as a disinterested student of the arts.  Nick hides his 
vulnerability in a series of misdirections that shift the focus from objects to people and 
back.  Both Nick and Fleda are torn between interest in an unavailable man and in the 
possessions of his family, but while Fleda dreams of marrying these interests in a legal 
union with Owen, Nick neither holds a clear position in the marriage economy nor offers 
the Feddens profit or power (Toby’s abortive engagement to Sophie Tipper, in contrast, 
would have allowed the exchange of “feminine property” to link the Feddens with the 
wealthy and powerful Tippers).  Nick, instead, must take refuge in the semi-closeted 
position of aesthete, a celibate bachelorhood in the style of Henry James.  Nick believes 
he is out to the Feddens, and though the Feddens know about Leo (in theory at least), the 
aesthete-role allows the family to ignore Nick’s sexuality and temporarily hide the 
homophobia that will erupt at the end of the novel as they expel Nick from their homes 
and their lives.  As in his relationship with Leo, Nick imposes a distance between himself 
and the Feddens that both protects him, temporarily, from rejection and also guarantees 
his rejection.  Nick makes a similar mistake in his relationship to art, choosing to chase 
the wrong sort of magic: the distancing magic of the fetish rather than the intimate magic 
of the aura. 
Nick rejects the Charles family and their version of Waterbath, but he cleaves 
tightly to the Feddens, whose homes at Kensington Park Gardens and Hawkeswood are 
the closest Nick can come to Poynton.  Trained by a childhood among fine antique 
furnishings and an adolescence studying art and literature in universities, Nick is awed by 
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the Feddens’ collection.  Nick believes that he, like Fleda, is defined by his appreciation 
of beauty, but Hollinghurst gives us reason to believe that Nick focuses on the wrong 
qualities of the beautiful object.567  In place of Fleda’s altruistic appreciation, Nick is 
drawn to art’s power, which he wishes to appropriate.  Walter Benjamin suggests the 
source of this power shifts through historical phases, as a work of art elicits awe for 
different reasons and in different ways.568  In the earliest phase, art objects bore a ritual 
cult value; they were unique and often hidden, in service to a religious purpose.  In the 
current phase the hidden object has come out into the open, as art objects like films are 
reproduced and exhibited to large audiences.  The cult of religion has shifted to a cult of 
personality celebrating the object’s authentic link to its creator.  Benjamin speculates 
about a potential future phase when culture will find beauty in the destruction of war.  
This era will comes, he warns, if Fascism aestheticizes politics to protect the current 
property system.  Against this backdrop, The Line of Beauty seems to foreshadow that 
downfall: Gerald Fedden, a conservative MP, is more awed by British Prime Minister 
Margaret Thatcher than he is by any work of art.  Hollinghurst’s aestheticization of 
Thatcher, a sculptural beauty in blue, reaches its climax at a party for the Feddens’ 
wedding anniversary where Nick, high on cocaine, is photographed dancing with her.  
The Line of Beauty does not suggests that war is imminent, but it does describe in detail 
the current phase, in which works of art form the spoils in a less violent battle for power.  
Bentley argues the contents of Poynton have a dear value not because of their intrinsic 
qualities but simply because they are being fought over.569  While Mrs. Gareth and Fleda 
begin as worshippers at a shrine, Nick learns to appropriate rather than appreciate art, to 
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shift focus from a work of art’s intrinsic qualities to the fetish-value of its creator and the 
social capital it carries. 
Before the anniversary party at which devotees sit at Thatcher’s feet, the Feddens 
celebrate their anniversary more privately with an exchange of valuable gifts, and Nick, 
as usual, is present.  When Rachel Fedden’s uncle Lionel Kessler gives them a small 
Gaugin study, Le Matin aux Champs, the family responds to the painting’s power on 
contradictory levels of value.570  The group treats the small painting like an object of 
religious veneration, silently passing it around in awe.  Gerald and Rachel decide to hang 
the piece in their bedroom, mirroring Mrs. Gareth’s private collection and evoking the 
religious cult value of art Benjamin describes.  Originally, he argues, the object – cave 
painting, for example, or a statue of Venus – was hidden because its primary purpose was 
to confer strength to a spirit or god, and the human gaze was incidental.  In this case, 
when the Feddens hide their Gaugin they appropriate the object’s power, which honors 
their financially and culturally elite status.   
The painting draws its power from two sources.  First, the Feddens are hypnotized 
by its aura, its unique existence in time and space.571  At first, however, Gerald and 
Rachel respond to the gift with vague platitudes; they do not know enough about Gaugin 
to recognize his work, but they do recognize the name when Nick announces what they 
are holding.  Immediately their attitude changes to reverence, and they feel “a little 
shudder, as if they’d been oblivious for a moment, in the spell of sheer physical 
possession.”572  Gaugin created this Le Matin aux Champs, which traveled miraculously 
through time and space to the Feddens’ living room.  Just as Fleda “finger[s] fondly the 
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brasses that Louis Quinze might have thumbed,”573 the Feddens hold the canvas that 
Gaugin once held.  Fleda and the Feddens are both titillated by the history of the objects 
and their proximity to fame and power.  The second reason they are impressed with the 
gift is not, like Mrs. Gareth, because of their taste, but instead, like Mona, because of the 
status and power “sheer physical possession” grants them.  Mona begins to fight for 
Poynton because Mrs. Gareth shows her that it is worth fighting for, and Lord Kessler 
experiences a similar struggle when he wins the Gaugin after a bidding war with the head 
of Sony.  The Feddens are not conspicuous consumers, but nor are they connoisseurs; 
they value the painting because possessing it empowers them, by depriving other elite 
interested parties and by connecting them to its famous creator. 
Nick is just as hypnotized by artistic celebrity as the Feddens; after all, his 
livelihood rests upon the cult status of Henry James.  The most exciting item in Lord 
Kessler’s extensive collection at the Hawkeswood Estate is a photograph in a family 
album that records Henry James’s visit in 1903.  Kessler quips “I’m afraid [Henry James] 
found us rather vulgar,”574 but Nick’s fine taste allows him to see the joke has the ring of 
truth.   By the time of Nick’s visit Hawkeswood has acquired a patina of respectability, 
but in the photograph it is an ostentatious display of new money.  Even today, the estate 
reveals bad taste and questionable values.  Nick notices that the bathroom is furnished 
with a Louis Seize commode that had been altered to hold taps and a basin.  Fleda, it is 
fair to assume, would balk at the defacement of a beautiful historic piece (disregarding 
history for the sake of convenience is, however, an attitude the Brigstocks might 
embrace), but Nick’s first instinct is to defend Lord Kessler’s right to ruin it.  His 
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thought, “if you owned dozen of them, you could be as barbarous with them as you 
liked,”575 betrays Nick’s aesthetic outrage but also his envy of the rich, as well as an 
habituated deference to the titled class he learned from his father.   
Nick feels the same confusion of loyalties surrounding Kessler’s library, which is 
full of books with uncut pages and expensive bindings, many of which are too valuable or 
fragile to hold.   As a graduate student in literature Nick is used to a utilitarian approach 
to books, in which the most valued volume in one’s collection is the tattered novel held 
together with a rubber band.  Kessler’s library therefore signifies ambiguously: perhaps 
the family has removed these books from circulation as a way to honor their contents,576 
but Lord Kessler suggests he is not particularly interested in them, that the cult value of 
these untouchable books simply attests to the family’s power.  Kessler is “disappointed” 
to hear about Nick’s graduate study in literature, and he chooses to showcase a gilded 
rococo volume full of elegant color plates whose beauty must have come at great 
expense; Kessler heightens the effect by showing the book to Nick quickly, in a manner 
that does not betray interest in its content or its history.   
Nick feels overwhelmed by the collection and slightly put off by the gilt 
bookcases whose grilles give Nick the sense the books are being held in an elegant 
prison.  Nevertheless, Nick loves the rococo volume Lord Kessler shows him, and his 
ambivalence toward the library mirrors his attitude toward Henry James.  On one hand 
his love for the author is private almost by definition: as Bentley has noted, The Spoils of 
Poynton is the first instance of James’s difficult late style, a story about taste and also a 
test of taste which separates “the aesthetic sheep from the goats”577; in other words, 
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Nick’s desire for expertise in this field earns him a place in a small community of the 
chosen.  On the other hand, Nick’s primary interest in James seems to be the cultural 
capital he confers, the way Nick can socially or economically leverage his expertise.  Part 
of the author’s appeal is his cult status: Nick can drop James’s name with a fair degree of 
certainty that his listener will recognize James’s cultural importance and yet know little 
about him, which grants Nick authority in every conversation about James.  Nick is also 
enamored of James’s most idiosyncratic details of style, but his interest in textual detail is 
another play for social power: he can gain the upper hand by quoting flashy passages.578  
Nick prefers the moments when James’s language most resembles rococo gilt, when 
words do not clarify meaning but signify Nick’s status as a high priest at James’s altar.  
Just as Nick’s aesthetic prejudice blinds him to the lessons of reciprocal intimacy that 
Leo might have taught him, his desire for power and security blind him to the Feddens’ 
flaws.  He makes at least two related mistakes in his relationship to the Feddens’ 
collection: he abstracts art and literature into a metonymy for the cultural power of its 
creator, and he appropriates rather than appreciates art objects. 
Nick makes similar mistakes in his romantic relationships.  Fleda Vetch has a 
direct and unmediated sensual relationship with Mrs. Gareth’s collection, but Nick is 
more detached, preferring to use the Feddens’ collection as a tool to help him seduce his 
beloved.  The first time Fleda visits Poynton James calls her “the palpitating girl” and 
describes her reaction in sexual terms: she “dropped on a seat with a soft gasp and a roll 
of dilated eyes.  … in the rapture of that first walk through the house… Fleda now gave 
herself up to satiety.”579  Before Nick moves into the Fedden home his interactions with 
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valuable antiques are similarly sensual and direct.  He imagines penetrating the pieces, 
and he has a sense of furniture as “elaborate little wooden buildings that you could crawl 
into, their bosses and capitals and lion-heads at face-height, their under-surfaces retaining 
the dim odor of the actual wood.”580  Nick’s desire to penetrate the old furniture connects 
him figuratively to the community of sexually active gay men he has just joined.  Nick 
would have done well to connect with Leo through his inherited knowledge of beautiful 
things like the content of a shop like Pete’s, or as accomplishments of craftsmanship 
whose dim odors echo Leo’s physical smells, “little shocks of authenticity” for Nick.581  
Instead, Nick wants to use his adopted family’s beautiful Kensington Park Gardens home 
to win Leo’s love, first by sneaking him into the private gardens and later by bringing 
him into the house itself, which he stages with brilliant lighting.  Nick hopes the opulence 
will turn Leo into a “palpitating boy” ready to “give himself up to satiety,” but realizes 
too late that Leo is uncomfortable in this environment and might take Nick’s display as 
an insult. 
Nick’s poor reading again guarantees he will be unlucky in love, and this time his 
mistake is particularly resonant with Spoils.  Victorian novels take care to hide the 
economic realities of the marriage plot and to place a family’s value on the spiritual or 
sentimental plane rather than the material one.  The Spoils of Poynton, as Bentley has 
noted, shocked its first readers because it erases this constructed opposition between 
people and things.  Thorstein Veblen’s 1899 anthropological study of the British leisure 
class’s conspicuous consumption also conflates possessions and their owners, turning 
wives into trophies, men into symbols of honor, and suggesting that objects are animated 
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with the power of their owners’ desire.582  Marcel Mauss’s 1925 ethnographic study of 
gift economies suggests that early twentieth-century culture also assigns personalities to 
inanimate objects and includes them in a realm of “spiritual matter.”583  These studies are 
interested in the power of objects to communicate status or to form kinship bonds, but for 
Nick the mistake of confusing people and things is a mistake of the heart.  He moves into 
the Fedden home because he is pursuing a love of physical beauty – Toby’s beautiful 
young rower’s body – and by the end of the novel Toby has grown fat.  For Nick the 
Maltese Cross of the Fedden collection is a photograph of the fit, young Toby dressed in 
costume for an Oxford play.  After the Feddens have kicked him out of Kensington Park 
Gardens Nick returns to the empty house to collect his things, and before he leaves he 
visits the Feddens’ bedroom to look at their small shrine of framed family photographs 
and the Gaugin study.  He kisses Toby’s image, knowing he will never see it again, and 
muses “It wasn’t clear with Toby, any more than with Leo and Wani, if fantasy could 
hold back time, if this sleek second-year with his sportsman’s legs and marvelous arse 
could still excite him when he knew the fat Toby of five years on.  Well, not in the mind, 
perhaps, but in an image, a photo: it took a certain aesthetic nerve to fly in the face of the 
facts.”584  The issue is not that Nick is aroused by an old photograph of Toby, but that his 
preoccupation with that nostalgic image precludes intimacy with the Toby of the present, 
whose intelligence and sympathy Nick never acknowledges. 
The same pattern is at work with Nick’s later boyfriend Wani Ouradi.  For Nick, 
Wani is a collector’s item he has worshipped since college, and when they both attend a 
party at Lord Kessler’s estate Nick analyzes his face feature by feature, thinking it “made 
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everything else in the house seem stale, over-artful, or beside the point.”585  Wani’s 
parents are wealthy and their home is full of valuable (if not tasteful) works of art, but 
Nick thinks that the Maltese Cross at the Ouradi home in Lowndes Square is a sculpture 
of Wani’s face when he was a child, and he fantasizes possessively that if the Ouradis 
offered him one keepsake from their collection, that is what he would choose.586  The 
sculpture turns out to be a monument to Nick’s alienation and misreading.  Gerald 
Fedden accidentally reveals a secret that Wani never told Nick: Wani had a younger 
brother who was killed along with his nanny in a car accident in Beirut, and the marble 
bust might be a memorial to the Ouaradis’ lost son.   
Nick’s first mistake is his willingness to judge a book by its gilt rococo cover.  
The photograph of Toby highlights the folly of loving people as if they were objects 
whose beauty will not change, and the bust of Wani highlights the folly of choosing 
surface over substance: the sculpture seems to contain more “spiritual matter” than Wani 
himself.  More interesting than the way Nick idealizes these men is the lengths he goes to 
protect the fiction of an intimate bond between them.  All three of Nick’s loves are 
ravaged by time and illness, and he wishes he could stay in the glimmering past.  Just as 
Nick abstracts Henry James into a symbol, he flattens the objects of his affection; they 
are not complex, fallible people who may wrong him, but static, categorically desirable 
figures whose approval is necessary for his happiness.   When Gerald accidentally reveals 
how little Nick knows about Wani, Nick has an opportunity to acknowledge the 
superficiality of his relationship.  Instead he pushes it away by sentimentalizing Wani’s 
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reticence, telling himself that the burden of that terrible secret made his lover “more 
touching, more glamorous and more forgivable.”587 
Though Nick is interested in the beauty of the Feddens’ valuable possessions 
rather than Gerald or Rachel’s personal beauty, he treats them the same way he treats 
Wani.  Like Wani, they do not deserve Nick’s faithfulness, but they receive it 
nonetheless.  He ignores their mistreatment or neglect and replaces it with his own 
narrative of familial love and trust.  The stories he invents are full of exaggerated 
sentimentality, and he turns himself into the trusted and loved protagonist at the center of 
the family’s drama.  In one example, after embarrassing tabloid stories expose the 
Feddens to public scrutiny, Nick imagines he might be the one to comfort Rachel and 
take control of the family: “He saw the quick sensual crush of his chin against the 
shoulder of her wool suit, her grey-streaked hair across his mouth; she could clutch at 
him, with a shudder of acceptance and release, and after a while he would lead her into 
the drawing room, where they would sit down and decide what to do about Gerald.”588  
Nick’s fantasy is a melodrama, almost lurid with sensual details.  By this time the reader 
knows that Rachel would never react this way, and sees that his sensational version of the 
story, itself like a tabloid drama, is only a delusion highlighting how unfit he is to help.  It 
comes as little surprise when Rachel lashes out at him a moment later and blames him for 
the stories breaking in the press.  Nick’s reaction in this scene with Rachel resembles 
most of his interactions with the Fedden family.  Whenever one of the Feddens takes 
Nick for granted, ignores him or insults him, Nick responds by trying to smooth over the 
moment of conflict as quickly as he can, and by trying to reframe the insult so it seems to 
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be a compliment.589  The Feddens overlook him, he tells himself, because he has 
achieved a true intimacy with the family: the fact that they are not polite to him becomes 
the very proof that he is one of them. 
Fleda Vetch models this pattern, though it is not her primary modus operandi.  
After Fleda writes a letter to Owen that she regrets is rather too effusive, promising him 
her “perfect loyalty,” Owen replies with a bland, pleasant little note to let her know he 
has every confidence in her.590  Fleda’s first reaction, of course, is to feel rejected, but she 
quickly finds a justification for Owen’s lack of tenderness; she tells herself that Owen 
was not only writing strategically to give her a document she can show Mrs. Gareth, but 
that his propriety is an emotional as well as a tactical choice: he acts morally to prove his 
worthiness to her.  She tells herself, “his very bareness called her attention to his 
virtue,”591 reading more into the letter than it holds.  While she seems pathetic now she 
will later feel vindicated, since Owen does love her.  Perhaps Fleda is a better reader than 
Nick, who pursues the same pattern of over-justification, searching for evidence of love 
not only in neutrality but in outright cruelty.  Sometimes Nick makes excuses for the 
Feddens’ benefit, such as when he explains away Cat Fedden’s bipolar behavior in order 
to save her embarrassment.  More often, the Feddens betray how they feel about Nick and 
he actively avoids the knowledge.  When Toby fails to mention Nick in the speech he 
gives at his twenty-first birthday party, Nick decides to take it as a proof of their 
intimacy.592  In France Nick gets the worst bedroom, with a dripping tap that left a stain 
in the basin, ugly décor, left-behind books and no view.  He feels the sting, but tells 
himself he got the bad room “as family perhaps,” a small sacrifice so Wani, the outsider, 
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might have a nice room.593  In both cases Nick sees his bad treatment as evidence that he 
is loved, equating neglect with belonging in the family. 
It is puzzling that Nick goes so far to explain and preserve his place in the Fedden 
family.  After all, he seems to get little in return besides proximity to beautiful 
furnishings and art: the Feddens do not treat him particularly well, they do not understand 
his interest in Henry James, and their glittering social connections fail to yield economic 
dividends.  Nevertheless, the Feddens seem to offer Nick something his own family, the 
Guests, lack, and he is willing to go very far indeed to get it.  Nick’s father is an antiques 
dealer, which means that the Guest family home is even fuller of valuable furniture than 
the Feddens’, but Nick finds two elements are lacking.  First, while a woman of taste like 
Mrs. Gareth can create a breathtaking effect even with the bare furnishings she finds at 
Ricks, the Guests understand value but lack the taste – or at least the interest – to arrange 
their possessions.  Nick finds his childhood home with its regrettable paint colors and 
over-stuffed rooms “lacked poetry,”594 but more importantly it also lacks permanence, 
operating as a warehouse whose contents might be sold at any time.  As a child, Nick felt 
each disappearance as an abandonment, from a grandfather clock that Nick had thought 
of, mistakenly, as a family heirloom, to a beautiful wide wooden bed that provided the 
setting for his earliest sexual fantasies, which his parents replaced with a squeaky twin 
frame.  Again, Nick confuses objects and people, ignoring his parents’ anxious but 
steadfast love for him and focusing instead on the loss of possessions.  Nick interprets the 
loss of the bed as his parents’ silent condemnation of his sexuality, and all the imagined 
sex of which they could not have been aware.  Nick responds to this abandonment with 
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his own, leaving the family business in furniture for a career in books and leaving the 
family all together for the Feddens, who offer both the stability and taste that the Guests 
lack. 
The Feddens’ Kensington Park Gardens and Rachel’s family estate, 
Hawkeswood, promise the glamor of expensive collections and the comfort of permanent 
possession.  Mrs. Gareth and Fleda claim altruistically that possession is less important to 
them than the preservation of Poynton’s collection.595  Personal possession is not 
particularly important for Nick either – he does not own the Feddens’ things, after all – 
but permanence is, and Nick’s passion for permanence is quite selfish indeed.  He resists 
the slightest changes; when Gerald Fedden paints the front door blue, Nick mourns 
nostalgically for the lost green.  Again, Nick conflates the perfection of the home with the 
perfection of the family, and he fights to preserve their relationships as well.  Nick yearns 
for beauty and love that will not change, like the photograph of Toby’s young body, and 
he imagines that the Feddens can maintain an ideal marriage, though the reality is that 
Gerald is cheating on Rachel with his secretary, Penny Kent.  Nick tries to remain in 
denial as long as he can.  During a concert Nick witnesses an exchange of blushing 
glances that might make a more open-minded witness suspicious, but instead of 
entertaining the possibility that Gerald and Penny are sleeping together, Nick invents a 
narrative about the rivalry between Gerald and Penny’s father.596  Once Nick catches 
Gerald and Penny embracing he can no longer sustain his fiction, but instead of 
acknowledging that the image of an ideal marriage was a mistake, Nick becomes more 
deeply entangled in the family.  He experiences the revelation as a son would, feeling a 
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deep loss and immediately taking on the burden of the family shame, which he sees in 
terms that Tóibín’s Henry James might use: “as a secret of his own, a thing to carry 
unwillingly, a sour confusion of duties.”597  Nick tells no one what he saw and tries to 
keep the peace by enabling Gerald’s philandering and his drinking.  Nick might prefer to 
think of himself as a curator of the Fedden collection or as an in-house expert in 
aesthetics, but in fact Nick’s primary use to them is to do and say whatever is necessary 
to preserve the status quo.  When the family is vacationing in France, Gerald loses a 
business connection with the offensive but influential Tipper family, and he turns to 
alcohol and sex.  As Gerald opens a bottle of wine Rachel and Toby scold him because it 
is too early in the day, but Nick pipes in that Gerald is just letting the wine breathe.  Nick 
feels more guilt for his silence when Gerald invents a reason for Penny to come stay with 
the family: “Nick looked at [Gerald] with a tense smile, an awful feeling of collusion.  
He’d said nothing, he’d dissimulated much more cleverly than Gerald himself; he felt that 
he’d been, all passively and peace-lovingly, the real enabler.”598  Later he enables more 
actively, waving at Gerald and Penny out of an open window to let them know that Cat 
can see them.  By colluding, Nick finds a way to ensure he remains a necessary part of 
the Fedden drama, and he postpones the time when stability and security evaporate 
around him. 
The permanence of the Fedden’s collection offers another potential benefit, the 
chance that Nick might transcend his parents’ middle-class home in a more fundamental 
way and enter the upper class.  So far most of Nick’s mistakes have been problems of 
distance: when he mistakes Toby for an object, he imposes an aesthetic distance that 
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precludes emotional intimacy between the men.  When Nick abstracts particular works of 
art into bearers of value that embody the glamour of a creator like Gaugin or James, or 
that embody social and economic power, Nick fails to attend to the art object’s or text’s 
particular details.  When it comes to both things and people, Nick tends to be too distant, 
appropriating rather than appreciating them.  In Nick’s attempt to use the Feddens’ 
collection to climb into a higher class, however, an issue emerges not on the distant scale 
of visual display that often accompanies conspicuous consumption, but on the intimate 
scale of touch.  In his reading of The Spoils of Poynton, Thomas Otten describes how 
characters’ tactile relationships with objects shape a binary vision of class that 
encompasses both constructed theoretical standards and unquestionable physical habits 
through which the body betrays its status.599  A body acquires these habits through a 
physical pedagogy that occurs at the boundary where it comes into contact with physical 
objects.  Otten explains that a beautiful handmade object like a teacup is formed with the 
shape of lips and fingers in mind, and that refined children would be taught to touch such 
an object with delicacy.  Over time, the body leaves its mark on the teacup through 
repeated use, and the teacup leaves its mark on the body, which has become habituated to 
its particular shape and weight.  This simple idea has a dramatic implication on the larger 
scale, as design books and magazines of the late-nineteenth century make clear: “what is 
at stake in the design of the house is the design of the bodies that live in it,” and through 
prolonged exposure to the proper artifacts “a malleable body… can be made to conform 
to the ideal type in its mannerisms and habits.”600  Prolonged exposure to the mass-
produced objects in the Charles family’s home would distance Nick from the ideal, he 
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thinks, and the Guest family’s transient possessions are of the proper quality, but may be 
sold before they have refined Nick’s mannerisms through long-term use.  The Fedden 
home, however, offers Nick indefinite contact with well-made and tasteful furnishings: 
indefinite, that is, as long as Nick can protect his privileged position with the family.  
Perhaps after enough time among the Feddens’ things, Nick may acquire the upper-class 
ease of posture and gesture that Toby seems to have been born with.  As a more 
sentimental side effect, since the Feddens and Nick use the same unique objects they may 
grow more similar over time, and eventually will belong not only the in the same family 
of taste, but the same family of gesture as well. 
Unfortunately for Nick, this transformation remains an unrealized dream.  The 
surface of the handmade object does not belong only to the upper classes, but is equally 
connected to the artisan that made the object: as the potter shapes the teacup, he mirrors 
the gestures of the owner who will use it, and as the owner uses it, he mirrors the gestures 
of the artisan in the moment of its creation.601  Though Nick already knows how to 
handle fine things – after all, he, like Fleda, is present in part to be curator of his host 
family’s collection – the subtle details of his manner betray that he is still closer to the 
artisan’s class than the collector’s.  In his discussion of neuroplasticity (not yet called by 
precisely that name), William James explains that habits create a “groove” in the neural 
pathways like a stream deepens a riverbed with its constant flow, and while the direction 
can change over time the change will be slow and perhaps incomplete, since the old 
habitual responses remain the easiest.  Lifelong habits of vocal accent and gesture protect 
existing class divisions, he suggests.602  Young Nick has already been shaped, perhaps 
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irrevocably, by the training of his merchant-class father, and those lessons follow Nick as 
a shameful echo.603  When the Feddens receive a rococo silver ewer for their twenty-fifth 
wedding anniversary, Nick is “half-conscious of how his father would have stooped and 
turned it, holding it with a cloth.”604  When Fleda comes into contact with the collection 
at Poynton, her immediate sensual connection with the objects is evidence of a 
mysterious natural distinction that transcends and almost erases her humble origins; the 
source and significance of Nick’s taste remains more fraught throughout. 
The other challenge Nick faces is that the upper class does not welcome social 
climbers, no matter how good their educations.  When The Spoils of Poynton was written 
aristocratic status was facing a threat that only grew stronger by Nick’s era.  Around 1880 
the aristocracy found that good breeding was no longer enough to guarantee their status, 
and they needed the additional distinction of refined aesthetic taste.605  Taste, guarded by 
the upper class and reinforced by neuroplasticity, came to appear hereditary, but talented 
mimics threatened to transgress the barrier of class.  In the 1980s, with more widespread 
access to university education and with the ascendancy of new money, the aristocracy 
had reason to feel anxious about socially ambitious young men like Nick.  When Nick 
visits Lord Kessler’s Hawkeswood Estate for the first time, all of these elements come 
into the open: the potential of Nick’s aesthetic knowledge to earn respect in wealthy 
circles, the limitations his origins impose on that potential, and the anxiety of the upper 
class.  As he walks through Lord Kessler’s home,  
Nick straggled behind to gaze at [the furniture] and found his heart beating 
with knowledge and suspicion.  He said, “That Louis Quinze escritoire… 
is an amazing thing, sir, surely?”  His father had taught him to address all 
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lords as sir – bumping into one had been a constant thrilling hazard on 
their clock-winding visits, and now he took pleasure in the tone of smooth 
submission. 
Lord Kessler looked around, and came back to him.  “Ah yes,” he 
said, with a smile.  “You couldn’t be more right.  In fact it was made for 
Mme de Pompadour…. You know about furniture,” he said. 
   “A bit,” Nick said.  “My father’s in the antiques business.” 
 “Yes that’s right, jolly good,” said Gerald, as if he’d confessed to 
being the son of a dustman.  “He’s one of my constituents, so I should 
know.” 
“Well, you must look around everywhere,” Lord Kessler said, 
“Look at anything and everything.” 
“You really should,” said Gerald.  “You know, the house is never 
open to the public, Nick.”606 
 
Gerald is not trying to smooth over an awkward social moment, but rather overacting his 
own part to reinforce the status gulf yawning between them: Nick’s aesthetic knowledge 
draws him too close for comfort, and Gerald is anxious to enforce that knowledge alone 
does not confer status.  When Gerald stresses that the house is never open to the public, 
he reminds Nick that his family owns the keys.  Nick fails to take the point until the end 
of the novel when he realizes he has been a servant all along, paid with the lifestyle he 
craves.  Though Nick’s formal and familial education allow him to enter the Feddens’ 
circle, he is only borrowing the beautiful “Things,” and at the novel’s close he loses them 
just as abruptly as he lost the walnut bed of his childhood.  This scene does more than 
illustrate a simple barrier between the middle and upper classes, however.  Notice that the 
titled Lord Kessler is nonplussed by Nick’s interest and has no reaction to his father’s 
profession.  Gerald’s reaction is strong not only because Nick draws too close to the 
upper class, but because Gerald might be drawn too close to the middle class.  Gerald and 
Nick have plenty in common, after all.  Neither are titled, and both have gained access to 
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a privileged lifestyle through a sentimental attachment to another family; the difference is 
that Gerald’s marriage to Rachel is culturally sanctioned and participates in the same 
sentimental narrative that hides the economy of marriage in Victorian novels.607   
 If Fleda’s role in The Spoils of Poynton is to reinstate the sentimental narrative 
that hides the struggle over possessions beneath a familiar tale of love, that fiction is just 
as important to Nick.  He too confuses the love of people and the love of things, and he 
too tries to distract from his ambitious pursuits by focusing on love and family.  But the 
people Nick loves do not exist: Toby’s perfect body changes, and Nick never gives him 
credit for his mind; Gerald and Rachel never had the perfect marriage he imagined, nor 
looked on him as a beloved child.  He is not purposefully deceiving the Feddens; if 
anything, believing in their mutual affection is more important to Nick than to them: after 
all, his primary goal is not personal success but a sense of security and belonging in a 
community of taste.  Nick fails to see that he cannot attain the intimacy he desires 
because he maintains too great a distance between himself and the things or people he 
would care to love. 
 
 
IV.  The Ouradi Family and the Distracted Critic 
 Nick’s boyfriend Wani Ouradi, a closeted multi-millionaire from a conservative 
Lebanese family, unapologetically uses people and things for his profit and pleasure.  
Though many of the same patterns are at play in this relationship – Nick overlooks 
Wani’s cruelty by abstracting him into an object of ideal beauty – the Ouradi family does 
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not participate in the sentimental mythology Nick tries to protect for the Feddens.  In fact, 
the primacy is reversed: instead of marriages disguising the economic alliance of 
families, wealth allows the Ouradis to purchase marriages.  Instead of taste justifying a 
high class status, money allows the Ouradis to hire someone with taste to decorate.  With 
the sentimentalism stripped away from their relationships, the Ouradis occupy a middle 
space that does not need class to justify its power.   
Their home at Lowndes Square is situated between the Charles home and the 
Fedden home in a very different way than Nick’s childhood home in Barwick.  The 
Ouradis resemble Mrs. Charles in their religious faith, attending Mass and maintaining 
conservative views of sexual propriety, and they resemble Gerald Fedden in their 
political power, for Wani’s father Bertrand is close friends with Margaret Thatcher and 
an important financial backer. Though the Ouradis are multi-millionaires, they mirror the 
middle-class Brigstocks as well.  The home they live in is not Waterbath, but what 
Poynton might have become had Mona been its mistress.  Mrs. Gareth worries that Mona 
will bring the household trumpery and family souvenirs from Waterbath and mix them up 
with the perfectly-arranged collection at Poynton, and if Mona had the chance, the 
resulting abomination might have looked similar to Nick’s description of Lowndes 
Square; Nick observes a “mixture of shiny pomp, glazed swagged curtains, huge mirrors, 
onyx and glaring gilt, with older, rougher and better things, things perhaps [the Ouradis 
had] brought from Beirut, Persian rugs and fragments of Roman statuary.”608  Even the 
fine things look like reproductions, Nick thinks, because the Ouradis have polished 
everything, and the questionable taste of the Brigstocks’ mass-produced décor seems to 
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have been embodied in Wani Ouradi, whom Cat Fedden describes as “a parody of a 
good-looking person.”609  The Ouradis resemble Mona Brigstock the parvenu, as 
Stephanie Foote has characterized her; they want power and elite status, but instead of 
aspiring to match the old definition of the elite, as the Feddens and Nick choose to do, 
they prefer to bring their own values up the hierarchy with them.610  In The Line of 
Beauty, “the sinister spread of the common upwards” takes place not only through 
advantageous marriage but through vulgar commerce.611  Bertrand shamelessly boasts to 
Nick about his rise from one fruit shop in Finchley to an empire of hundreds of 
convenience stores. 
Unlike the Charles and Fedden families, the Ouradis worship money above all 
else, and they unabashedly expose the role of money in both art and love.  Nick is aware 
of their attitude but fails to see the deepest implications until late in the novel.  Wani, 
dying of AIDS, tells Nick his mother had been paying his fiancée Martine for years, and 
that he plans to continue her allowance until she marries.  Nick tries to rationalize the 
new information by thinking that it must be a quaint Lebanese custom to keep one’s son’s 
fiancée, but when he tells Wani he thinks it is a “charming arrangement,” Wani, annoyed 
at Nick’s naiveté, explains that Martine was never his girlfriend and was hired to 
maintain the appearance of Wani’s heterosexuality to the public and, most importantly, to 
his own conservative father.612  Nick, too, is kept by the Ouradis.  Wani plans to leave a 
building to Nick, providing an income that Nick will be able to live off of, as the James 
siblings earned an income from the family’s real estate investments in upstate New York.  
Though this final gesture seems romantic, Wani uses money to control Nick and to keep 
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his distance.  Wani gives Nick a check for £5000 because, he explains, he is tired of 
paying for him.  Nick, characteristically, tries to justify Wani’s cruelty: “It was quite a 
witty remark, Nick could see, and he took the roughness of it as a covert tenderness.”613  
In fact, the roughness is exactly what it seems.  Each time Wani picks up the check for 
Nick it creates a debt on Nick’s part, and the obligation builds a small kinship economy 
that binds the two men closer together.  The check returns Wani and Nick to an 
impersonal system, wherein Wani can pay Nick for services rendered without implying a 
bond between them.  Later when Wani says to another man they’ve solicited for a 
threesome that Nick is “just a slut” that “takes my money,” we have every reason to think 
he is being literal.614  In the Ouradi system there is no room for the faltering intimacy 
Nick searches for with Leo, nor the worship Nick feels for the Feddens.  Just as Martine 
imitates a girlfriend, Nick imitates a boyfriend; both serve functions in relation to Wani 
but they do not form emotional relationships with him. 
It comes as little surprise then that the Ouradis also have financial rather than 
emotional relationships to the expensive furniture and works of art they possess.  
Bertrand accepts that art objects are symbols of wealth and power, but he sees no reason 
to waste his time learning about them; instead, he delegates the acquisition of culture to 
humanities experts who are a necessary part of the staff.  Both Wani and Bertrand hire 
decorators to fill their house with furniture and art, pleased less by the objects themselves 
and more, Nick guesses, by the sense that they are spending so extravagantly.615  When 
Nick first visits Lowndes Square he learns that Wani has hidden their love affair from his 
family by calling Nick “his aesthete” on staff at the Ogee magazine project.  Bertrand is 
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worried about the bottom line and presses Nick for details on the magazine’s profitability, 
and attitude that Nick responds to with “horror.”  The Ouradies challenge Nick’s value 
system, which rests on the intrinsic importance of culture and aesthetics, and they also 
challenge him more personally to justify his worth.  His position as staff aesthete on 
Wani’s film and magazine projects raises the question of whether Nick possesses the 
taste to qualify him for his role; ironically, his vulgar employers lack the expertise to 
judge whether they are getting their money’s worth. 
Hollinghurst gives his reader reason to doubt it.  The Ogee magazine resembles 
the Ouradi home as a hybrid space of art and commerce: it marries Nick’s aesthetic 
training to his lust for commodities, with articles and photo spreads interspersed with 
glossy advertisements for luxury goods.  It will not yield a profit, putting out only one 
issue before it goes defunct.  Nick’s first impression is mixed since he cannot reconcile 
his desire for ideal beauty with his desire for success; he thinks the magazine’s “splendor 
had a glint to it, a glassy malignity.  No, it was very good.  It was lustrous.  The lustre 
was perfected and intense – it was the shine of marble and varnish.  It was gleam of 
something that was over.”616  Here are the justifications of a man who has not read The 
Spoils of Poynton closely.  Ogee resoundingly echoes the “first issue” of a vulgar lady’s 
magazine that Mrs. Brigstock buys at the train station and threatens to leave behind at 
Poynton.617  Nick thinks his clever magazine shines like varnish, which is of course “the 
worst horror” of Waterbath.618  In this case the shine of varnish is Nick’s attempt to cover 
over and hide from himself the malignity of the commercial enterprise by reinstating a 
hierarchy of beauty. 
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The other aesthetic project that Nick and Wani work on together is a film 
adaptation of The Spoils of Poynton, a project that uses James for profit and which 
mirrors the Ouradi family’s liminal position where high and low culture meet.  Nick’s 
responsibility is great, since neither Wani nor the film’s financial backers Brad and Treat 
have even read the novel.  Though Nick feels shame on their behalf, the men see no 
reason to read it; they are interested only in the profitability of the film and feel no 
loyalty to the text, let alone its creator.619  Treat and Brad complain that Felda Vetch’s 
name makes her sound like a witch or “the ugliest girl in school,” and they suggest that 
the fire at the end of the story “kinda sucks,” a problem they need to solve.620  They ask 
Nick not for small script changes, but a large-scale adjustment of the story.  It would be a 
mistake to place all the blame on Wani and the financers, however, because though Nick 
is the paid expert who intends to be faithful to the novel, he has misread it.   
Treat and Brad want the film to be sexy, both literally and figuratively, and they 
press Nick to include just one short love scene between Fleda and Owen, implying the 
screenplay does not include a single one.  Nick reads the novel as a bleak story of loss 
and has missed the moment when Fleda finally “lets herself go”:621 
  She heard her own true note; she turned away from him; in a  
moment she had burst into sobs; in another his arms were round her; the 
next she had let herself go so far that even Mrs. Gareth might have seen it.  
He clasped her, and she gave herself – she poured out her tears on his 
breast; something prisoned and pent throbbed and gushed; something deep 
and sweet surged up – something that came from far within and far off, 
that had begun with the sight of him in his indifference and had never had 
rest since then.  The surrender was short, but the relief was long; she felt 
his lips upon her face and his arms tightened with his full divination.  
What she did, what she had done, she scarcely knew: she was only aware, 
as she broke from him again, of what had taken place in his own quick 
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breast.  What had taken place what that, with the click of a spring, he 
saw… 
   “Ah, all the while you cared?” Owen read the truth with a  
wonder so great that it was visibly almost a sadness, a terror caused by his 
sudden perception of where the impossibility was not.  That made it all 
perhaps elsewhere. 
   “I cared, I cared, I cared!” Fleda moaned it as defiantly as if  
she were confessing a misdeed.622 
 
What is this but an eminently filmable love scene?  The short clauses of the first 
paragraph suggest the tangle of limbs, a confusion of movement and emotion that 
culminates in a kiss, and then we finally hear the honest note of Fleda’s emotion.  But 
Nick does not recognize the signs of love.  The kiss certainly made an impression on 
other, more perceptive readers: in “A Backward Glance,” Edith Wharton calls it “one of 
the most moving love-scenes in fiction.”623 
Part of the reason that Nick misses the spirit of James’s novel is that he already 
reads James as if he were watching a film.  Walter Benjamin claims that a unique work of 
art will demand concentration from its audience and will absorb its viewer, while a mass-
reproduced work of art like a film will play to a distracted viewer who absorbs the 
film.624  Nick absorbs James insofar as he puts the novel to his own uses, appropriating 
phrases for his use and adapting the plot for his fame and profit.  He is also a distracted 
critic.  Take, for example, a scene in which Nick lounges poolside at the Feddens’ French 
vacation home, attempting to read late James: 
He was reading Henry James’s memoir of his childhood, A Small Boy and 
Others, and was feeling crazily horny, after three days without so much as 
a peck from Wani.  It was a hopeless combination.  The book showed 
James at his most elderly and elusive, and demanded a pure commitment 
unlikely in a reader who was worrying excitedly about his boyfriend and 
semi-spying, through dark glasses, on another boy who was showing off in 
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front of him and clearly trying to excite him.  From time to time the book 
tilted and wobbled in his lap, and the weight of the deckle-edged pages 
pressed on his erection through the sleek black nylon.625 
 
Nick chooses to spend his vacation tackling a challenging text, but Nick is well aware an 
ideal reader would dedicate the “pure commitment” of his attention.  Instead, Nick is 
distracted by his environment: Wani’s trip to buy cocaine in Périgueux and the young flirt 
Jasper in a flesh-colored thong.  It is impossible to ignore “the weight of the deckle-edged 
pages press[ing] on his erection through the sleek black nylon”; when Nick hides his 
arousal beneath the unwitting pages, James becomes an accessory to the ephemeral 
pleasures of drugs and casual sex.  In this moment, the book becomes an explicit fetish 
that operates on many levels: it is a religious fetish insofar as Nick thinks it contains the 
aura of its creator, Henry James; it is a fetish in the realm of conspicuous consumption, as 
Thorstein Veblen describes it, insofar as it showcases Nick’s wasteful leisure; it is a 
fetish in the economy of cultural commodities, insofar as Nick expects that James and his 
work embody an objective value that will translate into economic dividends; and most 
blatantly it is a sexual fetish, concealing and revealing Nick’s desire, which is considered 
aberrant in the Feddens’ conservative circle.  Nick’s enjoyment of the book appears to be 
genuine, but it is necessarily shaped by many systems of meaning that distance Nick from 
“pure commitment” to and absorption in the text.  As a distracted critic Nick is unable to 
appreciate the emotional power of James’s writing: he reflects, for example, that James is 
too tactful when he describes the grief he felt after the death of Edgar Allan Poe, perhaps 
because Nick prefers melodrama and rococo extravagance.626  Eventually Nick will 
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recognize he has misread this passage, but at the time “the words slid and stuck 
meaninglessly in front of his eyes.”627 
 Nick’s misreading of Spoils also betrays the influence of the culture industry on 
his adaptation; he explains his project by comparing it to other films in a well-known 
genre: Merchant Ivory adaptations.  Nick’s fondness for these sorts of films exerts an 
influence over the screenplay as powerful as his fondness for The Spoils of Poynton itself, 
and his thoughts about them betray the danger that lurks beneath his film project.  
Merchant Ivory appears throughout the novel, with references to The Bostonians or, as 
Wani’s mother mis-remembers the title, The Room with the View, which she enjoyed 
mostly for the Italian setting.  Wani’s fiancée Martine wonders whether British actors are 
tired of dressing up in period costumes, a comment Nick interprets as an attack on his 
Poynton project.628  Perhaps he should be more worried about a repetition of Henry 
James’s famous theatrical failure, the “romantic costume play” Guy Domville.629  
Martine challenges not only the genre in general but also Nick’s personal nostalgia, for 
he seems to take Merchant Ivory as the framework for both the screenplay and his own 
life.  Late in the novel, after the Feddens have rejected him, Nick thinks about his social 
estrangement in those terms.  He thinks of his friend Nat’s wedding, which he has chosen 
not to attend because of his recent shaming in the press: “He saw a clear sequence, like a 
loop of film, of his friends not noticing his absence, jumping from gilt chairs to join in 
the swirl of a ball.  On analysis he thought it was probably a scene from a Merchant Ivory 
film.”630  In the scene Nick and his friends are already as detached as a film’s actors from 
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its audience, and Nick is self-alienated as well, borrowing from popular culture to 
populate and furnish his imagined life. 
 This alienation from self and others is the deep danger that the Ouradis draw into 
the spotlight, and the film project provides an elegant parallel for alienation in art; film is 
an aesthetic model for the issue and also may perpetuate it.  Film appears to bring its 
audience into closer contact with beautiful people and exotic places that perhaps it would 
never otherwise see, but in the process of creating this false intimacy film also strips the 
actor of his aura, since he plays not to a room full of people but to a room full of 
machines, and his replicated image is detached from his existence in time and space.631  
When an audience views an unfamiliar person or place it may not mark the missing aura, 
but Nick notices the strange absence when he sees familiar people and places on 
television.  While watching a TV interview on a news program, Nick sees Gerald and 
thinks he “looked distinctly alien, fattened and sharpened by the studio lights.”632  Later, 
Nick feels estranged from his home town when he watches its election results come in on 
television.  He notes that “it wasn’t exactly the place he knew” and then takes another 
step away from the original by “[distancing] himself from his home town with a cagey 
laugh.”633  Hollinghurst suggests that when individuals become habituated to the 
alienated image on screen they become detached not only from the reproduction but from 
the original, a process which threatens to dissolve relationships and, in extreme cases, 
even identity. 
 The Spoils of Poynton movie never materializes, and it is unclear whether Wani’s 
production company ever makes a film; the central role of film in Wani’s life is not his 
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business but his crippling addiction to pornography.  Nick notices that Wani’s only 
aesthetic opinion is a disdain for the condoms that recently appeared in the pornographic 
mise en scène.  Nick explains to Cat Fedden that porn appears to be “the real deep 
template for [Wani’s] life,”634 and he describes a night when the two of them were 
staying in a hotel and Wani was so full of cocaine that he was incapable of arousal, but he 
was also incapable of turning off the television, mumbling to the people on the screen 
while Nick ate dinner alone and went to bed in the other room.  Pornography is a far cry 
from a film adaptation of The Spoils of Poynton, but it is perhaps the most extreme 
example of film’s effects, which the Spoils adaptation would share; it brings its audience 
closer to one of the most intimate human experiences, while utterly disregarding the 
subjectivity of the actors.635   
Wani’s compulsive consumption of pornography raises a troubling possibility: 
film may alienate the audience from the subject on screen, but Wani’s attitude suggests 
that too much mechanically-produced art may alienate its audience from everyone.  Wani 
does not acknowledge Nick’s embodied presence, but treats him like the already-
alienated actor he talks to on the screen.  In one sex scene, Wani watches himself and 
Nick in a mirror, a spectator in his own love life: “Nick glanced up and saw [Wani] 
smiling, in his erotic trance, not at him directly but at the two of them in the mirror; and 
also (Nick knew) staring through the mirror, and the wardrobe itself, into the room 
beyond, which he had never seen and which was just as readily the motel bedroom of 
some seedy flick.”636  We might ask why, knowing this, Nick chooses to stay with Wani 
– and of course part of the answer is his beauty, which Nick values above his own self-
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worth.  He does have secondary motivations: like Fleda tolerates Mrs. Gareth’s ill 
treatment for the sake of security, Nick tolerates Wani’s for an income and, once the 
Feddens reject him, for a home as well.  But Nick also has a difficult time recognizing the 
depth of his mistreatment because he has too much in common with Wani: his already 
weak moral compass spins when they are together and he abuses cocaine and takes part 
in demoralizing sex acts; he repeats these actions even though they hurt him. 
 A repetition compulsion defines their relationship: the repetition of drug use, 
pornography and degrading sex in their personal life, and the mechanical reproduction of 
films and magazines they hope to produce together.  Nick romanticizes the pattern, 
thinking that each time they do a line of cocaine, feel an erotic rush and begin to kiss, he 
is able to re-enact their very first kiss, also enabled by drug use: “Wani’s mouth sour with 
wine, his tongue darting, his eyes timidly closed.”637  For Nick, this is enough; he focuses 
on the promise of that remembered first kiss, the shock of a beautiful man he had thought 
was straight, suddenly vulnerable and available to him.  But Nick fails to see that the 
promise has not – and will never – come true.  Wani’s timid kiss betrays his shame just as 
palpably after thousands of repetitions as it did the first time.  The repeated loveless kiss 
represents the latest iteration of a pattern that Nick began the night he lost his virginity to 
Leo in the private gardens of the Fedden home.  In the subsequent years Nick tries to 
recreate that beginning over and over: “it had been his trick, done confidently, dwindling 
a little in charm and danger.  Something basic and unsocial about it, no giving them a 
drink or a shower: it was good.  And perhaps it had been a secret tribute to Leo, a 
memory honored and scuffed over in each careless encounter.”638  Nick wants to make a 
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tribute to Leo, but the repetitions “dwindle in charm” and “scuff” the memory, rather like 
each reproduction of a work of art depreciates the aura of the original.  And yet the 
repetition also captures something unacknowledged about Nick’s first time with Leo: that 
it too was “basic and unsocial,” since Nick is incapable of emotional intimacy. 
 In this lonely space, Nick hopes that successes with the film and magazine project 
will help him earn others’ love.  As he reads the article he wrote for Ogee he imagines 
some of the people whose approval he most craves: Professor Ettrick, his advisor at UCL; 
Lord Kessler among his beautiful possessions; and even Anthony Burgess, who wrote an 
article for the magazine and would receive a contributor’s copy.  Most important, Nick 
imagines the reaction of his parents, who recently had to suffer the shame of his tabloid 
notoriety and could now see his name in print as a source of pride.  The same motivation 
drives Nick to write The Spoils of Poynton screenplay.  As he imagines the accolades, 
Nick betrays the anxiety of his ambition: “He often imagined watching the film in the 
steep circle of the Curzon cinema – absorbing the grateful unanimous sigh of the 
audience at the exact enactment of what he’d written; in fact he seemed to have directed 
the film as well.  He lay awake in the bliss of Philip French’s review.”639  When Nick 
fantasizes about his film’s success, he sounds like the Alcoholics Anonymous actor I 
discussed in connection to The Master and The Golden Bowl.  Yes, Nick imagines he can 
write so beautifully that he can steal the original away from Henry James, that he can 
make the actors enact exactly what he envisions, that he can direct the film and even 
ghost-write the review.  And yes, his narrative of enabling and secrecy traces the same 
patterns of fearful manipulation as the other tales I discuss.  But the novel’s highly-
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varnished 1980s setting adds a more sinister glint to these lonely dysfunctions.  Nick is 
the actor in Walter Benjamin’s sense as well, alienated from himself to such a degree that 
he has no aura, no value system, no genuine self for others to love.  When Nick is in a 
cocaine high “he felt he could act himself all night” (emphasis added), and in fact he 
habitually imagines his own life as a performance for others, even when he is alone.640  
The audience he imagines is not made up of friends or lovers but of anonymous strangers.  
One evening, when Nick is standing on the Feddens’ balcony he watches as “the girl with 
the white dog came back along the gravel path, and he thought how he might appear to 
her, if she glanced up, as an enviable figure, poised against the shining accomplished 
background of the lamplit room.”641  Nick yearns to be misread, for people to see him as 
an adult, the “accomplished” owner of other people’s things.  His self-alienation makes it 
impossible for him to recognize his own hypocrisy.  Nick judges Gerald for his affair 
with Penny as he continues his ongoing affair with the betrothed Wani.  Nick wants to be 
trusted with other people’s secrets but will not trust anyone with his own.  He wants love 
and approval, though he is not prepared to give it.  In the end, once his family and friends 
recognize his secrecy, his changeability and his hypocrisy, Nick is left alone.  
 
 
V.  The Divided Self and Aesthetic Conversion 
 The Spoils of Poynton and The Line of Beauty are full of compulsive figures, 
driven by consumption of possessions, drugs or sex. The dysfunctions that manifest in the 
adult child of alcoholics and other abused or neglected children drive the plot of The Line 
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of Beauty as Nick uses his aesthetic taste to assess or seduce potential new families, but 
the novel is also the tragedy of the addict.  Hollinghurst does not explicitly identify Nick 
as a cocaine addict, but during his binges he does think in those terms: “They were all 
wired up now and desperate to go on, with the great, almost numbing reassurance of 
having packets more stuff.  It was beyond pleasure, it was its own motor, pure 
compulsion, though it gave them the delusion of choice, and of wit in making it.”642   
Nick’s drug use lacks a parallel in Fleda’s experience; if anything, the motor of 
pure compulsion is the opposite of Fleda’s renunciation.  But both Nick and Fleda suffer 
from the divided “sick soul” that William James describes in Varieties of Religious 
Experience, and which Bill Wilson adapted in the AA Big Book, the central text of 
Alcoholics Anonymous.  William James, whose own life had been affected in so many 
ways by the problem drinking of his loved ones, uses drunkards’ conversion narratives to 
illustrate his argument that a profound spiritual experience could produce lasting change, 
but he insists that his argument is much broader: conversion treats not only the narrow 
category of alcoholics, but anyone suffering from “morbid melancholy.”643  “Leaving 
aside the drink question,” as the AA Big Book says, a discussion of Nick’s drug use and 
the potential of his redeption opens up a vision of art distinct from any of the novel’s 
families.  In order to ease his loneliness, Nick thinks, he needs the charm of his cultural 
expertise and the social ease that comes with cocaine and alcohol.  In fact, the genuine 
emotional experience of tragedy is the only thing that lays art bare and allows Nick to 
empathize with others.  Art doesn’t teach Nick how to live; living teaches Nick how to 
appreciate art. 
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Nick believes alcohol and drug use intensify his appreciation of art, beginning at 
that first, fairly innocent Hawkeswood party.644  Even when Nick is alone, in his 
drunkenness he wants to share the heightened magic he feels in art objects:  
Leant caressingly, a little heavily, on the escritoire of the dear old 
Marquise de Pompadour, which creaked – he was a lover of that sort of 
thing, if anyone was watching… [he] looked very closely at the landscape 
by Cezanne, which pulsed as well, with secret geometries.  Why did he 
talk to himself about it?  The imaginary friend was at his shoulder, the 
only child’s devoted companion, needing his guidance.  The composition, 
he said… the different greens…645   
 
In his loneliness Nick must dream up an audience to whom he can demonstrate his 
expertise.646  But his attitude toward Lord Kessler’s collection has changed since the 
sober light of day: before, the Cezanne was a shocking instance of conspicuous 
consumption, and Nick’s careful deference to his host demanded that he keep his distance 
from the escritoire; now, Nick sees the almost living beauty of the painting, and is able to 
treat the furniture with Toby’s inherited ease.  Later, after he smokes too much 
marijuana, he expounds on literature to a real audience of his Oxford friends, repeating 
over and over that in Conrad the ocean symbolizes both finding and escaping the self, 
hypnotizing himself with the idea.647  His literary analysis feels good, but Nick backs up 
his repetitive drug-fueled commentary with inaccurate evidence, and his friend Sam 
Zeman has to gently correct him on plot points.648  In this early scene Nick enjoys the 
effect of alcohol and marijuana, which make beautiful things more beautiful and allow 
him to interact more easily with other people: this is the “Yes function” of alcohol that 
William James describes in The Varieties of Religious Experience.  The luminous bond is 
fleeting, of course.  As the party guests grow more intoxicated the warm conversation 
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disintegrates into comments without context or audience, and finally language ceases all 
together as the group convulses in marijuana-fueled laughter.  Later, each line of cocaine 
will follow the same downward arc, from optimistic brightness to brittle doubt.   
The novel is punctuated with surreptitious trips to bedrooms and bathrooms for a 
line, and Hollinghurst peppers these settings with books that serve as props for and 
witnesses to Nick’s drug use.  When Wani pulls down his leather-bound edition of Poems 
and Plays of Addison to get out his hidden coke we might chuckle at his hiding place: 
who would ever open that particular book and find his stash?649  But the repeated 
appearance of books stresses that cocaine is not the helpmate to clear-headed appreciation 
or analysis Nick imagines it could be, but part of a competing value system.  Nick first 
sees Wani’s childhood bedroom as the two men sneak away from lunch for a line, and he 
notices Wani’s little library of Penguin classics with their matching orange spines, 
deserted school-day relics to which Wani will never give another thought.650  As always, 
Nick feels a nostalgic tug toward this lost past and the books that shaped that idyllic time 
at Oxford, but his present is made up of different objects: “the chopping with a credit 
card, the passing of the tightly rolled note, the procedure courteous and dry, ‘all done 
with money,’ as Wani said.”651  Nick can turn away from his Oxford past, but he knows 
“a line wasn’t feasibly resisted.”652  At one point sex, drugs, and literature intersect 
beneath the silent gaze of a youthful Henry James: 
 [Wani] peered at the stack of library books and selected Henry  
James and the Question of Romance by Mildred R. Pullman, which had a 
sleek Mylar sleeve protecting its dark jacket.  “This should do,” he said… 
Wani was working painstakingly and a little defensively with his gold 
card, making rapid hatching movements to and fro across the partially 
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visible features of Henry James – not the great bald Master but the quick-
eyed, tender, brilliant twenty-year-old, with an irrepressible kink in his 
dark hair.653 
 
As Wani cuts lines of cocaine across the image of Henry James, his treatment of the book 
disrespects Nick’s passion for James, commitment to scholarship and nostalgic 
attachment to the past.  Nick’s tenderness and youth in this scene allies him with the 
vulnerable author, against Wani’s jaded attitude.  However, Nick is unlike the real James 
who will grow up, separate himself from his family and write the great later novels that 
Nick so admires; Nick is like the image beneath the library cover, trapped in static 
youthfulness.   
Nick’s love of beauty has failed him: he chooses the wrong people to love, and 
they do not appreciate his sort of knowledge.  Nick idolizes James as a figure of cult 
power and distances him even more by translating that love into a commodity.  Nick’s 
fear of abandonment has hollowed him out, and the simple happiness of the hit allows 
him to fill up that lack for a short while.  The novel follows Nick’s downward spiral from 
his early optimism with Leo, through Wani’s emotional abuse, to his public humiliation 
and almost universal rejection.  But Hollinghurst offers a glimpse of another way from an 
unlikely source: Leo’s lower-class, devoutly-religious mother.  During Nick’s 
uncomfortable dinner at her house, he tries to break the ice by trotting out his tired old 
joke about UCL and alcoholism, reporting brightly that his department is a converted 
mattress factory and most of the faculty is alcoholic.654  Though the Feddens’ friends had 
been charmed by Nick’s wit, here the same joke falls flat, as the Charleses look down at 
their plates and Leo’s sister expresses a solemn hope that they will get the help they need.  
249 
 
 
 
The situation gets worse for Nick when Mrs. Charles chimes in: “You know, all the men 
like that, that’s got that sort of problems, each and every one of them got a great big hole 
right in the middle of their lives… And they can fill that hole, if only they know how, 
with the Lord Jesus.  That’s what we pray, that’s what we always pray.”655  Mrs. Charles 
sees the world through a Christian lens and offers the same solution for alcoholism that 
she would likely offer for any other problem, but her language is also incredibly close to 
that of contemporary twelve-step recovery communities.   The central premise of 
Alcoholics Anonymous is that a higher power can save the alcoholic by filling the lack 
that he tried to fill with alcohol; AA’s Big Book states this search for that higher power 
as its primary goal:  “We had to find a power by which to live, and it had to be a Power 
greater than ourselves.  Obviously.  But where and how were we to find this Power? 
Well, that’s exactly what this book is about.  Its main object is to enable you to find a 
Power greater than yourself which will solve your problems.”656  Though the twelve steps 
tell the addict to search for a self-defined power, co-author Bill Wilson sometimes 
characterizes it in a way Mrs. Charles would likely support, for example as “an All 
Powerful, Guiding, Creative Intelligence.”657  But Alan Hollinghurst’s London is a 
godless place, and the novel never suggests organized religion is the answer to Nick’s 
problems.   
As Eoin F. Cannon has explained in The Saloon and The Mission, William James 
provides the link between the conversion narrative of sentimental nineteenth-century 
culture and its more secular manifestation in contemporary recovery cultures.  James 
distances the narratives from the conventions of their genre by reframing the stories as 
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genuine individual experiences that can serve as raw data for his claims.658  The stories 
do follow a predictable trajectory, however: the sufferer reaches his spiritual bottom, asks 
God for help, feels (more or less dramatically) a shift that proves God’s existence, and 
then he is changed.659  James’s treatment of the narrative gave religious conversion the 
medical stamp of approval and also separated it from organized religion, making 
conversion a personal experience. 
Some critical discussions of religion in Henry James’s texts reframe the sacred as 
an ideal for secular selfhood.660  Robert Weisbuch argues that James’s “American sacred” 
is a vision of human relationships that maintains the autonomy and equality of 
individuals, and he uses the language of morality to describe the sort of boundary issues 
that I have been discussing in terms of the abusive family.661  When he writes “a bookish 
notion of evil is replaced by a more intricate, still hideous substitute: a swamping of 
personal boundaries by a blob-like selfhood,” he could be describing the encroaching 
pressures that crush Maggie Verver, or Maggie’s responding manipulations.662 Wiesbuch 
is interested in the so-called evil character whose selfhood encroaches on others, 
discussing Winterbourne, the Governess, and Osmond.  Theirs, he argues, are sins of 
perception, when “the mahogany-solid reality of the world is liquefied in a mudslide of 
solipsism; the disappearance of God, the freeing of thought to follow its own paths, leads 
instead to a shrinking of the world into the self.”663  When Nick misreads Leo Charles, 
Toby Fedden and Wani Ouradi he absorbs the sanctity of other people’s identities into his 
own “blob-like selfhood.”  But Nick also wants to be subsumed: in oneness with Leo, in 
the security of the Fedden family.  Marcia Ian would argue that this desire is anti-
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Jamesian; she has written that James takes the world to be threateningly continuous, a 
place where the boundary line delineating the individual can easily become blurred with 
the people and things that surround him, and that James’s method attempts to impose 
discontinuity and re-define the individual.664  Ian argues that continuity with others is “an 
apocalyptic threat,” so the consciousness must guard against any trespass both of itself 
into the other, or the other into itself.665 For Ian, this view is a reaction against Henry 
Senior’s Swedenborgian dogma that self-consciousness blocks the individual from the 
sacred and must be eliminated,666 and in a sense Nick wants to eliminate his old identity 
with the Guests in order to become continuous with his new sacred, the beautiful objects 
and powerful people to whom he bends his sensory and linguistic habits.  It appears Nick 
has espoused the view of Henry James the father rather than the son.  Nick shapes 
himself in relation to others but belongs nowhere; he is strange to all four of the families 
in the novel, including his own.  Perhaps Nick cannot hold his center because he does not 
have one. 
The “hole right in the middle of their lives” that Mrs. Charles describes, a sort of 
moral vacuum, resonates both with The Line of Beauty and The Spoils of Poynton.  Some 
critics have argued Fleda Vetch is a blank.  Fred G. See defines Fleda as “a zero degree 
of meaning” whose “poverty makes her brilliantly free to choose without considering old 
allegiances.”667  Needless to say, I take issue with the claim that Fleda is free of old 
allegiances, since her mother’s death and her alcoholic father’s neglect have everything 
to do with the hunger for security that motivates her.  For See, the hole in the middle of 
Fleda’s life is a liberating freedom that allows her autonomy, but Carren Kaston makes 
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the more extreme claim that Fleda is an “empty center” that “[lacks] what would be 
thought of as a self.”668  Kurt M. Koenigsberger agrees with both, attributing to Fleda an 
“initial existential freedom – she has no mother, no familial duties, no personal debts, no 
particular responsibilities or loyalties” and also casting her as “speculum, as an object of 
reflective power.”669  From Fleda’s perspective, of course, her own center is filled with a 
quasi-religious worship of beauty, and Mona and her mother are the meaningless empty 
centers.  Fleda imagines Mona as an idol representing pure desire, whose utter lack of 
taste guarantees that her stubbornness is no more than a symptom of greed and 
ambition.670  Fleda’s descriptions of Mona could apply to The Line of Beauty as well, 
where most of the characters Nick respects are myopically driven by greed.  While 
James’s novel describes the different types of absence that define Fleda and Mona, 
Hollinghurst’s novel does not try to define the void but takes it for granted, and focuses 
instead on each character’s attempt to fill that yawning hole.  Even the fairly complex 
Leo Charles writes “rich?” on Nick’s Lonely Hearts response, and when Nick confesses 
he is only a lodger at Kensington Park Gardens Leo is clearly disappointed.671  None of 
Hollinghurst’s characters are purely allied with Mrs. Gareth; every aesthetic project is 
tinged with the shadow of the Brigstocks.  The Guests part with their beautiful things for 
a profit, the vulgar Ouradis back the Henry James film adaptation, the virulently 
homophobic tycoon Maurice Tipper owns a publishing company,672 and even Lord 
Lionel Kessler in his grand Hawkeswood estate is not a bastion of old aristocratic money 
but the head of an ultra-modern bank that hides “high-tech dealing-floors… behind the 
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old palazzo facade.”673  Nick wears the façade of the lonely aesthete that shares Fleda’s 
taste, but like Mona he, too, greedily tries to fill a hole in his life. 
The exception to this rule is Mrs. Charles, driven by faith.  Mrs. Charles is 
perhaps the wrong sort of Christian for a Jamesian world,674 and her homophobia proves 
that her religion is not the solution to Nick’s problems.  She does, however, help draw 
into focus the problem that plagues Nick and Fleda, a type of suffering that William 
James describes in The Varieties of Religious Experience as the “sick soul.”  James 
describes the healthy-minded as a person who focuses on performing good actions, while 
the sick soul focuses on evil and is prone to guilt, regret and judgment.  When James 
explains that the sick soul thinks of “Sin in the singular, and with a capital S, as of 
something ineradicably ingrained in our natural subjectivity,” his language recalls the 
way that Mrs. Charles might think Leo’s “mortal sin” of homosexuality is ingrained in 
him.675 And when James writes that the sick soul thinks that the natural good in people is 
insufficient and that renunciation is necessary,676 Fleda Vetch may come to mind.  Since 
the sick soul stands in judgment of itself and others, James explains, it is a “divided self,” 
separated into the actor and the judge; both Fleda and Nick are crippled by these internal 
divisions.  To reach peace, William James claims, these souls must be born a second time 
in a spiritual life, and he begins to describe the process in a lecture called “The Divided 
Self and the Process of its Unification.”677  This lecture provided an important foundation 
to the AA Big Book, for in it James distinguishes between the sudden and gradual ways 
the soul may become unified in the spiritual realm, a claim that becomes Bill Wilson’s 
distinction between the sudden “spectacular upheaval” and the slow “educational variety” 
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of coming-to-believe.678  Before this conversion the divided self resembles the addict or 
alcoholic, whom the Big Book describes as “a real Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde.”679  The Big 
Book claims that “[m]ore than most people, the alcoholic leads a double life.  He is very 
much the actor.  To the outer world he presents his stage character.  This is the one he 
likes his fellows to see.  He wants to enjoy a certain reputation, but knows in his heart he 
doesn’t deserve it.”680   
 Alphonse Daudet uses a metaphor in which he is both stage actor and audience to 
explain what it feels like to be a divided self, wherein one self lives life and the other 
observes and sits in judgment: 
   “Homo duplex, homo duplex!... The first time that I  
perceived that I was two was at the death of my brother Henri, when my 
father cried out so dramatically ‘He is dead, he is dead!’  While my first 
self wept, my second self thought, “How truly given was that cry, how 
fine it would be at the theatre.”  I was then fourteen years old. 
   This horrible duality has often given me matter for  
reflection.  Oh, this terrible second me, always seated whilst the other is 
on foot, acting, living, bestirring itself.  This second me that I have never 
been able to intoxicate, to make shed tears, or put to sleep.  And how it 
sees into things, and how it mocks!”681 
 
Nick, as we have seen, often imagines what he looks like to others, feeling like an actor 
in his own life.  As he loses his virginity to Leo, Nick splits into an actor and an observer:  
“he had a brief vision of himself, as if the trees and bushes had rolled away and all the 
lights of London shone in on him: little Nick Guest from Barwick, Don and Dot Guest’s 
son, fucking a stranger in Notting Hill garden at night.”682   His cinematic vision is both 
belittling and aggrandizing, betraying as elsewhere in the novel that Nick is “an 
egomaniac with an inferiority complex,” as one AA slogan describes the alcoholic 
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personality.  Though one self may seem saved or genuine, the other self is always 
watching and, as Daudet laments, is impossible “to intoxicate, to make shed tears, or put 
to sleep.”  Hence, perhaps, Hollinghurst’s characters’ desire to blot out consciousness all 
together with drugs and alcohol.   
 Fleda’s internal division takes a form that is better describes by another AA 
slogan, “black and white thinking,” seeing only the best or the worst in people and 
situations.  Pericles Lewis might call this a “bipolar quality” that he sees manifest 
throughout James’s fiction whenever characters define two opposite “poles of 
experience” for themselves, between which they cannot choose; this tendency suggests to 
Lewis that they possess a “divided self.”683  A “bipolar quality” becomes diagnosable in 
The Line of Beauty.   The closest kinship Nick has is to Cat Fedden, the only 
acquaintance clever enough to catch his references, and the only one lewd enough to 
trade stories of sexual conquest.  But this potential bond is broken by Cat’s bipolar 
disorder and its ineffective treatment.  Nick refers to Cat’s mania as a joyful certainty 
“like revealed religion” and calls her “evangelical,”684 but it is not religion in the sense 
William James describes it, which would unify her mania and depression into one 
seamless soul.   
The divided self both judges itself and wars against itself.  For the “heterogeneous 
personality,” William James claims, “now one tendency and now the other gets the upper 
hand… they wish for incompatibles, wayward impulses interrupt their most deliberate 
plans.”685  The drama of The Spoils of Poynton rests on Fleda’s heterogeneous 
personality, which wishes for incompatibles: she is torn almost equally among her strict 
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enforcement of vows, the “noble idea” of Poynton’s beauty, and her love for Owen.686  
Unable to unify her impulses, she shifts allegiances, changes her plans and reveals secrets 
she dearly wants to keep.  Nick wishes for incompatibles too: he wants both the refined 
wealth of the Feddens and the new-money flash of the Ouradis; he wants to be loved by a 
man like Leo and to be a part of a gay community, but he also wants self-loathing Wani 
and the friendship of homophobic conservatives.  William James would argue that Fleda 
and Nick are trapped in a sort of perpetual adolescence, unable to unify their inner selves 
in the process of normal maturation.687  By the ends of the novels, Fleda and Nick have 
both failed to achieve a “new birth,” but perhaps they carry the promise of future 
evolution.   
 AA adapted William James’s ideas about division and unification into a narrative 
of addiction and recovery; in this narrative, the suffering soul must hit a “bottom” before 
it is ready to find a power greater than itself.  At the close of The Spoils of Poynton Fleda 
takes the train to Poynton to retrieve the Maltese Cross, her parting gift from Owen, and 
she slowly realizes Poynton is ablaze and all the beautiful things are lost.  This moment is 
the low point of her life:  “she felt herself give everything up.  Mixed with the horror, 
with the kindness of the station master, with the smell of cinders and the riot of sound, 
was the raw bitterness of a hope that she might never in life have to give up so much at 
such short notice.”688  Fleda may never have to feel this way again, but this is not the sort 
of bottom that initiates a process of self-unification that would bring relief.689  Fleda will 
return to Mrs. Gareth, to perpetual spinsterhood and servitude, because it is her only 
option.690    The potential turning point already came and went when Fleda sent Owen 
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back to Mona with full knowledge of Fleda’s love; she chooses to enforce his vow to 
Mona, to uphold order in a world that might otherwise fall to pieces around her.  Before 
this moment she is “a spirit of the same family of Mrs. Gareth,” but after this moment 
Mrs. Gareth tells her that she and Owen are “of quite another race and another flesh.”691  
Mrs. Gareth and Fleda will continue to live together, but the family feeling is gone.  All 
that is left is mutual need surrounded by a web of dysfunction, magnified since the once-
open conflict between the women is now suppressed in silences.692  Fleda becomes as 
avoidant as Maggie Verver, accumulating subjects she refuses to talk about and feelings 
she refuses to feel, though she imagines these as baggage piled up along the road, rather 
than Maggie’s jumbled pile in a dark closet.693  When Fleda takes the train back to Mrs. 
Gareth she is not returning to unified self-actualization but to ever-deeper avoidance.   
Nick ends The Line of Beauty at a new low as well, ridiculed in the press, evicted 
from the Fedden home, awaiting news of his third AIDS test.  After he retrieves his last 
possessions from Kensington Park Gardens he is overtaken by a premonition that he will 
get a positive test result, and as the thought envelopes him, the world shifts into a new 
focus: 
He dawdled on, rather breathless, seeing visions in the middle of the day.  
He tried to rationalize the fear, but its pull was too strong and original.  It 
was inside himself, but the world around him, the parked cars, the cruising 
taxi, the church spire among the trees, had also been changed.  They had 
been revealed.  It was like a drug sensation, but without the awareness of 
play.  ...The emotion was startling.  It was a sort of terror, made up of 
emotions from every stage of his short life, weaning, homesickness, envy 
and self-pity: but he felt that the self-pity belonged to a larger pity.  It was 
a love of the world that was shockingly unconditional.  He stared back at 
the house, and then turned and drifted on.  He looked in bewilderment at 
number 24, the final house with its regalia of stucco swags and bows.  It 
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wasn’t just this street corner but the fact of a street corner at all that 
seemed, in the light of the moment, so beautiful.694 
 
In his fear, Nick discovers an alternative to the “drug sensation.”  For a moment, he is a 
man on whom nothing is lost: the people and things around him pulsate with miraculous 
reality as his fear contends with gratitude.  As he walks down the street he thinks, as 
usual, about other people’s opinions of him: how his friends will react to the news, how 
quickly they will forget him, the stories and art he will miss.  But something new is 
happening: Nick imagines his surviving friends existing without his presence, without a 
thought of him.   Since these are the final words of the novel Hollinghurst obscures the 
test results and the possibility Nick could explore independence from others not just in 
death but in life.  In a Jamesian world full of “blob like selfhoods,” Nick’s social failure 
may liberate him to unify his personality and release himself from constant judgmental 
reflection. 
 If Fleda or Nick were to convert, they would likely not find a god: they would 
find art.  But their experience of art would bear little resemblance to Mrs. Gareth’s holy 
war or to the Feddens’ awe.  Art would be revealed to them in the same way the street is 
revealed to Nick in the passage above: the power of a unified emotional life might strip 
away mythologies and cultural uses, and leave only art itself, unencumbered.  William 
James describes the unification of the soul by pointing to Leo Tolstoy’s melancholy and 
subsequent religious conversion, a stripping away of cultural trappings in the search for a 
more genuine experience.  Tolstoy, James writes, decided that he was struggling because, 
like Nick, he was living among wealthy intellectuals and pursuing “the cerebral life, the 
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life of conventionality, artificiality, and personal ambition.”695 The solution he discovered 
was to “work for animal needs, to abjure lies and vanities, to relieve common wants, to 
be simple, to believe in God.”696  To shed distractions, to simplify, to abandon his class 
climbing: these would be the necessary steps for Nick’s unification.  But does Tolstoy’s 
simple life preclude the exquisite beauty both Fleda and Nick worship?  Perhaps not.  In 
The Spoils of Poynton Fleda considers that if she lived in her sister Maggie’s plain 
apartment it would be possible for her to begin painting again, an endeavor she studied 
before she met Mrs. Gareth.  Fleda knows that Poynton “had been an impossible place for 
producing; no active art could flourish there but a Buddhistic contemplation.”697  Only if 
she leaves the majesty of Poynton behind can Fleda hope to create original art.   
One scene in The Line of Beauty suggests that fundamental passions may clear 
away cultural baggage to reveal aesthetic truth.  One afternoon Leo’s sister Rosemary 
Charles and a woman named Gemma appear at the Ogee office, and Nick is cocky as he 
shows them upstairs, “as if he was proud of this kitsch apartment and its possible effect 
on the two women.  He saw it all with fresh eyes himself.”698  Hollinghurst hides Nick’s 
feelings with the slippery “as if,” but the divided Nick clearly both feels superior to the 
furnishings and still hopes the “’Georgian-revival’ revival library” will impress his 
guests.699  The two women break the news that Leo has died of AIDS, and in the 
extremity of Nick’s sudden grief the apartment is “revealed,” just as the street is revealed 
to Nick in the purity of his mortal fear: 
[H]e went back upstairs, but in the remorseless glare of the news, so that 
the flat looked even more tawdry and pretentious.  He was puzzled to 
think he had spent so much time in it so happily and conceitedly.  The 
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pelmets and mirrors, the spotlights and blinds, seemed rich in criticism.  It 
was what you did if you had millions but no particular taste: you made 
your private space like a swanky hotel; just as such hotels flattered their 
customers by being vulgar simulacra of lavish private homes.700 
 
The imitation of taste is insufficient in the face of genuine emotion.  In this moment Nick 
forgets about the furnishings’ power to impress or to signify wealth or power; he cannot 
imagine another’s reaction because his unified consciousness has room only for his own 
emotional experience. 
Most importantly, Nick’s grief allows him to accomplish the goal most dear to his 
heart, which he thought only his refined taste could help him reach: he is now capable of 
intimate connections with loved ones from whom he had been alienated.701  As he looks 
around the flat he sees with new eyes the physical damage caused by addictions and 
thinks of his father: he sees “drink stains and razor etchings that even the optimistic Don 
Guest would have found it hard to disguise.  ‘That’s beyond cosmetic repair, old boy,’ 
Don would say.  Nick fingered at the little abrasions and found himself gasping and 
whooping with grief.”702  He feels an urge to connect with and console Leo’s mother, 
which opens up an awareness of how detached he has been from his own mother and the 
suffering he has caused her.703  Once Nick has written a sympathy letter to Mrs. Charles 
he even begins to empathize with Henry James: 
He stared out of the window, and after a minute found Henry James’s 
phrase about the death of Poe peering back at him.  What was it?  The 
extremity of personal absence had just overtaken him.  The words, which 
once sounded arch and even facetious, were suddenly terrible to him, 
capacious, wise, and hard.  He understood for the first time that they’d 
been written by someone whose life had been walked through, time and 
again, by death.704 
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By the French swimming pool Nick had seen James’s language as the means to an end; 
now it communicates.  Nick has been struggling in the wrong direction: he thought art 
would be the key to unlock the life he dreamed of, but in fact the richness of experience 
unlocks art.   
 In the conversion narrative in which a spiritual rebirth can reform the drunkard or 
unify the divided soul, the sufferer passes through a moment of intense emotion and sees 
the truth of God on the other side.  In Hollinghurst’s secular London, Nick passes through 
his emotion and the truth of art is revealed to him.  The question we cannot answer is 
whether the change will be a lasting one.  Throughout The Line of Beauty Nick Guest is 
divided in two: one self that loves Henry James, and another self that wants to use James 
to his own selfish ends, one self that feels, and another self that speculates about how 
others feel.  The internal division leads Nick down fruitless paths as he searches for the 
answer in other families, though they are just as broken as he is, and they can teach him 
nothing about the true nature of art.  In a few fleeting moments Nick feels the potential of 
a unified self that can see art for what it is rather than what it can be made to do.  Objects 
and texts are stripped clean by Nick’s emotion, no longer spoils in the war for possession 
or rank, no longer tools of manipulation, but a means of identification that leaves both 
parties’ autonomy intact.   
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become more visible and more confident, and gay politics more settled and serious, gay 
history becomes a vital element in gay identity, just as Irish history does in Ireland, or 
Jewish history among Jewish people” (10-11).  
Colm Tóibín, Love in a Dark Time, and Other Explorations of Gay Lives and Literature 
(New York: Scribner, 2001). 
41 Alan Hollinghurst, The Line of Beauty (New York: Bloomsbury, 2004), 50. 
42 Nick’s problem, we learn, is that he has flattened James into a fetishized commodity; 
Hollinghurst provides a powerful figure for this attitude as Nick reads A Small Boy and 
Others and watches a young man splash in the pool: “From time to time the book tilted 
and wobbled on his lap, and the weight of the deckle-edged pages pressed on his erection 
through the sleek black nylon” (273). 
43 Ruth Bernard Yeazell, Language and Knowledge in the Late Novels of Henry James 
(Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1976). 
44 The postmodern approach to James allows new visions of his figure, but it does not and 
cannot promise to reveal truths about him.  Julian Barnes’ novelization of Gustave 
Flaubert, Flaubert’s Parrot (1990), animates the challenge of postmodern historiography.  
The novel’s protagonist, Geoffrey Braithwaite, hopes to connect with Flaubert by finding 
the stuffed parrot that the author placed on his desk as inspiration as he wrote “Un Coeur 
Simple,” but Braithwaite finds that two different museums claim to have the authentic 
bird.  At the end of the novel, Braithwaite stands in a warehouse among rows and rows of 
nearly-identical, menacing stuffed parrots.  The impossible search for authenticity is 
replicated in the novel’s three biographies of Flaubert, all contained in a chapter called 
“Chronology.”  All three are structured as timelines with the same sequence of dates, but 
one only records positive events in Flaubert’s life, one only records negative events, and 
one offers excerpts of Flaubert’s writing.  All three are accurate but each narrative of 
events invalidates the other, while the biography in Flaubert’s own voice offers an 
emotional truth but no narrative.  Julian Barnes makes a wry joke about the life narratives 
readers hunger for: the only way to make the story run together is to fabricate evidence or 
lie by omission.   
45 James wrote to Sarah Orne Jewett, “The ‘historic’ novel is, for me, condemned, even in 
cases of labour as delicate as yours, to a fatal cheapness, for the simple reason that the 
difficult of the job is inordinate & that a mere escamotage, in the interest of ease, & of 
the abysmal public naïveté, becomes inevitable.  You may multiply the little facts that 
can be got from pictures & documents, relics & prints, as much as you like – the real 
thing is almost impossible to do, & in its absence the whole effect is nought; I mean the 
invention, the representation of the old consciousness, the soul, the sense, the horizon, the 
vision of individuals in whose minds half the things that make ours, that make the 
modern world were non-existent.  You have to think with your modern apparatus a man, 
a woman – or rather fifty – whose own thinking was intensely-otherwise conditioned, you 
have to simplify back by an amazing tour de force - & even then it’s all humbug.  But 
there is a shade of the (even then) humbug that may amuse.  The childish tricks that take 
the place of any such conception of the real job in the flood of Tales of the Past that 
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seems of late to have been rolling over our devoted country – these ineptitudes have, on a 
few recent glances, struck me as creditable to no one concerned” (360). 
James to Sarah Orne Jewett, October 5, 1901, in Henry James: A Life in Letters, ed. 
Philip Horne (London: Penguin, 1999). 
46 Cynthia Ozick, “Henry James’s Unborn Child,” 135. 
47 Even when the reader seems to have gained access to a character’s internal life, she 
must grapple with the possibility that the character is conflicted or is deceiving herself.  
Ruth Bernard Yeazell unravels these complications and their relationship to James’s late 
style in Language and Knowledge in the Late Novels of Henry James.  For example, she 
analyzes a moment from The Golden Bowl, ostensibly written from Charlotte’s point of 
view on the night of the diplomatic party; Yeazell writes, 
  Though Jamesian tradition and the interests of simplicity may require us to  
speak of Charlotte’s “point of view” in such a passage, the phrase has a 
comforting suggestion of psychic consistency, even of single-mindedness, 
which is particularly inappropriate here.  For the language of this passage 
conveys not a coherent viewpoint but a mind deeply and mysteriously in 
conflict with itself.  Conscious pretense and innocent self-deception, fact 
and desire, the situation that Charlotte knows to exist and the situation she 
wishes to create – all merge in the elusive movements of James’s prose.  
And that prose shapes our response in ways of which we ourselves may be 
far from conscious. (9) 
Yeazell describes passages like these in which one character encompasses contradictory 
parts, and other scenes in which the Jamesian ficelle seems to function as a part of the 
major character, an externalized part of the mind.  Yeazell argues that metaphors help 
characters navigate some of these internal divisions.  Though James’s metaphors seem to 
come from the conscious, waking mind rather than the physical senses or the 
subconscious, they allow characters to access their unconscious knowledge without 
having to brave direct contact with it (41; 44). 
48 Henry James, “Is There a Life After Death?” Henry James on Culture: Collected 
Essays on Politics and the American Social Scene, ed. Pierre A. Walker (Lincoln: 
University of Nebraska Press, 1999). 
49 Ross Posnock, The Trial of Curiosity: Henry James, William James, and the Challenge 
of Modernity (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1991), 45. 
Henry James, The American Scene (1907, Reprint Bloomington: Indiana University 
Press, 1969), 135. 
50 Posnock, 48. 
51 Yeazell, 11; 14-15. 
52 Sharon Cameron, Thinking in Henry James (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 
1989), 108. 
53 Posnock, 103. 
54 Posnock argues that William’s crisis of will is a result of the “particular climate of his 
upbringing,” specifically the influence of Henry Senior’s boundless but also directionless 
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curiosity (41), but suggests that while William, Henry and Alice are all the product of the 
same home, Henry’s sublimation has nothing in common with Alice and William James’s 
repression.  Posnock suggests that these three James siblings all responded differently 
when they abandoned their infantile sexuality. Alice suffered from “neurotic inhibition”; 
as a response to a lack of parental attention and support she hardened herself and stunted 
her curiosity, shrinking into an invalid lifestyle.  William suffered from “compulsive 
brooding”; he sexualized thought itself and was frustrated by the intellect’s endless 
search for mastery – he desired an escape into action.  Henry sublimated his infantile 
sexuality into a boundless and active curiosity (46-47).  Tóibín and Hollinghurst both 
implicitly challenge Posnock’s rendering of the stark contrast among the three James 
siblings, shifting attention instead to the siblings’ shared experiences and shared 
reactions.  
55 For a discussion of consciousness existing between characters in late James see 
Cameron, 77. 
56 Posnock, 88. 
57 James, “Life,” 117. 
58 Some of Cameron’s descriptions sound very much like “Is There a Life After Death?” 
such as when she writes that “James is finally less concerned with how consciousness 
looks (whether it is consistent) than with what it can do, less concerned with any single 
way it might function than with the fact it cannot be bound by the singleness of function” 
(2).  However, she also insists “The American Scene tells the story of consciousness 
empowered as a subject outside of psychological confines: able to have life, to be as if 
embodied, divorced from the strictures of situation and character, made sufficiently 
independent of these” (2). 
59 Henry James Senior, Society the Redeemed Form of Man, and the Earnest of God’s 
Omnipotence in Human Nature: Affirmed in Letters to a Friend (Boston: Houghton, 
1879), 44-45. 
60 For an account of Henry Senior’s vastation and recovery, see Alfred Habegger, The 
Father: A Life of Henry James, Sr. (New York: Farrar, Staus and Giroux, 1994). 
61 William James, The Varieties of Religious Experience (New York: Modern Library, 
1994), 179-180. 
62 For Henry Senior’s philosophy see Henry James Senior, The Nature of Evil Considered 
in a Letter to the Rev. Edward Beecher, D.D. Author of “The Conflict of Ages” (New 
York: Appleton, 1855; reprint New York: AMS, 1983). 
In practice, this approach required an extreme humility for which Henry Senior 
seemed unfit, and it also required the dissolution of boundaries and hierarchies among 
social groups.  In his children’s lives, the ideal of service to the human race rather than a 
particular subcategory of it meant “the children were encouraged to establish themselves 
in particular schools, circles, cities, languages, and occupational paths; then the ties were 
ruptured” (Habegger 345).  Their unsettled childhoods could not but shape the social 
lives and intellects of the James boys, who would both explore the concept of the self in 
their different ways. 
271 
 
 
 
                                                                                                                                                                                     
Chapter one is particularly concerned with the impact of Henry James’s uncertain 
childhood on his social development and the treatment of social behavior in his fictions.  
The Master and The Golden Bowl depict souls under threat of invasion from controlling 
others.  In Henry James at Work, Theodora Bosanquet describes her impression of James, 
which illustrates a philosophy shaped by fears like these.  She writes, “He was obliged to 
create impassible barriers between himself and the rest of mankind before he could 
stretch his eager hands over safe walls to beckon and bless.  He loved his friends, but he 
was condemned by the law of his being to keep clear of any really entangling net of 
human affection and exaction” (48).  Bosanquet argues that the same law rules both 
James’s life and art: 
  We may conclude that the nationalities of his betrayed and triumphant  
victims are not an important factor.  They may equally well be innocent 
Americans maltreated by odious Europeans, refined Europeans fleeced by 
unscrupulous Americans, or young children of any race exposed to evil 
influences.  The essential fact is that wherever he looked Henry James saw 
fitness apparently sacrificed to grossness, beauty to avarice, truth to a bold 
front.  He realized how constantly the tenderness of growing life is at the 
mercy of personal tyranny and he hated the tyranny of persons over each 
other.  His novels are a repeated exposure of this wickedness, a reiterated 
and passionate plea for the fullest freedom of development, unimperilled 
by reckless and barbarous stupidity.   
He was himself most scrupulously careful not to exercise any 
tyrannical power over other people.  The only advice he ever permitted 
himself to offer to a friend was a recommendation to “let your soul live.”  
Towards the end of his days his horror of interfering, or seeming to 
interfere, with the freedom of others, became so overpowering that it was 
a misery for him to suspect that the plans of his friends might be made 
with reference to himself.  Much as he enjoyed seeing them, he so disliked 
to think that they were undertaking the discomfort of voyages and railway 
journeys in order to be near him that he would gladly have prevented their 
start if he could.  His Utopia was an anarchy where nobody would be 
responsible for any other human being but only for his own civilized 
character.  His circle of friends will easily recall how finely Henry James 
had fitted himself to be a citizen of this commonwealth. (57) 
I argue that the fear Bosanquet characterizes as “a law of his being” is the result of 
powerful familial patterns that created coping mechanisms in all of its members. 
Theodora Bosanquet, Henry James at Work, With Excerpts from Her Diary and an 
Account of Her Professional Career.  Ed. Lyall H. Powers (Ann Arbor: The University of 
Michigan Press, 2006). 
63 Structurally, their approaches are mirror opposites, falling under broad types that 
William categorizes as the religions of the healthy minded and the sick soul.  The 
healthy-minded enjoy peace of mind; they are internally unified and find it easy to focus 
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on the good and put evil out of their minds.  Because they are pluralists, evil can be 
detached from God and discarded as a waste product.  For Henry Senior, the redeemed 
soul is healthy minded: he is unified with God, and has discarded the evil of his selfhood, 
which has no bearing on the separate and unquestionable goodness of God. 
64 William James writes that the sick soul thinks of “Sin in the singular, and with a capital 
S, as of something ineradicably ingrained in our natural subjectivity” (Varieties, 152). 
65 Not all critics would agree with my assessment that James’s fictions inscribe sick 
souls, as William defines them.  For example, Marcia Ian has argued that Henry James’s 
response to the crisis of identity is the imposition of discontinuity on a painfully 
continuous world; drawing upon his novels and “Is There a Life After Death?” Ian claims 
that James’s secular religion is a discontinuity from others and a continuity with the self 
alone: in other words, a religion of the healthy-minded.  I would argue that James’s 
fiction allows for both readings, but that his late novels are more likely to contain divided 
selves as their protagonists, and his earlier novels are more likely to contain healthy-
minded characters. 
Marcia Ian, “Immaculate Conceptions: Henry James and the Private Sphere,” The Henry 
James Review 22, no. 3 (Fall 2001): 239-247. 
66 Pericles Lewis, “James’s Sick Souls,” The Henry James Review 22, no. 3 (Fall 2001): 
248-258.  Lewis uses Lambert Strether to illustrate American characters who think “duty 
must always conflict with inclination” (254). 
67 Alcoholics Anonymous: The Story of How Many Thousands of Men and Women Have 
Recovered from Alcoholism, 4th ed. (New York: Alcoholics Anonymous World Services, 
Inc., 1976), xxiv; 21 
68 W. James, Varieties, 421-422. 
69 Wai Chee Dimock, “Weak Theory: Henry James, Colm Tóibín, and W.B. Yeats,” 
Critical Inquiry 39, no. 4 (Summer 2013): 739-740. 
70 Dimock, 740-742. 
71 Dimock suggests that historicist humanities scholarship presupposes a closed analytical 
field that can be cut up neatly into nations, time periods and genres.  The closed system 
can be dangerous and misleading to the degree that it assumes the parts and the whole are 
interchangeable, explain one another, or follow the same rules.  She writes, 
“Periodization can proceed with ease under this rubric.  Temporal and spatial boundaries 
can be stipulated without fear of rupture or leakage.  Large-scale arguments about 
political and cultural institutions can be invoked as homologies for the small-scale 
structures of words… the goal is to identify forms of power that are circulated and 
recirculated, that delimit every sphere of life, allowing for structural claims generalized 
from local anecdotes” (734-735). 
72 The Master draws on literary biography and queer approaches to James, and it warns 
its reader against the biographical fallacy.  “Dictation” draws on media studies and warns 
against the intentional fallacy.  The Line of Beauty engages with aesthetic theory and 
warns against a hermeneutics of suspicion.   
73 Henry James, Art, 5. 
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74 Richard Canning and Colm Tóibín, “Colm Tóibín,” Hear Us Out: Conversations with 
Gay Novelists (New York: Columbia UP, 2003), 187. 
75 Ibid., 189. 
76 See also William E. Cain, “Criticism and Politics: F.O. Matthiessen and the Making of 
Henry James,” The New England Quarterly, 60, no. 2 (June 1987): 163-186. 
77 Colm Tóibín, Love in a Dark Time, 17. 
78 In All a Novelist Needs, Tóibín writes of Leon Edel’s influence on the genesis of The 
Master: 
I had to review A History of Gay Literature by Gregory Woods for The 
London Review of Books.  James loomed large in this.  I was concerned 
about the argument that his novels were merely a way of disclosing or 
revealing his homosexuality.  I went and read about his life in Leon Edel’s 
biography.  Some time later, at Yaddo, the artists’ retreat in upstate New 
York, I found another set of Edel’s five-volume biography of James.  I 
took it to my room, believing that reading it from beginning to end might 
keep me busy and bore me at the same time, might occupy me without 
disturbing me so I could get on with finishing my novel The Blackwater 
Nightship.  It was, of course, fascinating. (25) 
79 Ibid., 83. 
80 Ibid., 31-32.  I show throughout this chapter the close relationship between The Master 
and various biographical source texts.  Though the novel remains quite faithful to the 
historical narrative of Henry James’s life, Tóibín does add some pure fiction.  For 
example, Hammond (the manservant) and Mona (the young girl) are two of the ”very few 
fully invented characters in the book” (All A Novelist Needs, 33). 
81 Lyndall Gordon, A Private Life of Henry James: Two Women and His Art (New York: 
Norton, 1998), 1. 
82 F.O. Matthiessen, The James Family Including Selections From the Writings of Henry 
James, Senior, William, Henry, and Alice James (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1947), 
341. 
83 Colm Tóibín, The Master (New York: Scribner, 2004), 254-255. 
84 Ibid., 112; 206. 
85 Ibid., 115. 
86 Ibid., 236.  James’s behavior toward these women relates to his nuclear family too; he 
pushes Milly away to preserve his new sense that he is “no longer a native of the James 
family,” and when Fenimore begins to make their friendship public he feels “a 
powerlessness that he had not felt since he was a child” (115; 236). 
87 “He did not help her or encourage her, and she was careful never to ask him outright.  
If she had insisted on coming… he would have stood aside or kept his distance or 
actively prevented her coming, whatever was necessary” (Tóibín, The Master, 114). 
88 Ibid., 240. 
89 Ibid., 240. 
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90 E.M. Forster, Aspects of the Novel (New York: Harcourt, Brace & World, 1927), 159-
161. 
91A 1904 Boston Evening Transcript review of The Golden Bowl observed “James 
appears more than ever to detach himself from the earth, and to write of human beings as 
if he were observing them from some faraway and inaccessible planet” (Hayes 18).  V.L. 
Parrington wrote in 1930, “all his life [Henry James] dwelt wistfully on the outside of the 
realm he wished to be a free citizen of.  Did any other professed realist ever remain so 
persistently aloof from the homely realities of life?” (240).  In his 1944 Henry James: 
The Major Phase, which offers a formalist rebuttal of Parrington, Matthiessen still states 
of The Golden Bowl, “with all its magnificence, it is almost as hollow of real life as the 
chateaux that had risen along Fifth Avenue” (104).  Dorothea Krook’s 1962 study The 
Ordeal of Consciousness in Henry James attempts to define “the basic ‘unreality’ of the 
Jamesean world”: the analysis of elite relations and thoughts “is conducted in those late 
novels with a minuteness and subtlety so exhausting… that it has led some critics to 
dismiss the works of the late period as, in quite a definable sense, pathological” (11).  In 
1987, Margery Sabin sympathizes with “Blackmur, one of James’s most appreciative 
readers,” who nonetheless “has to acknowledge the obscurity, the mysterious 
idiosyncrasy of the late fiction where, he observes, both subject and style are ‘so difficult 
to coordinate with the reader’s own experience’ as to seem perverse, if not positively 
unintelligible” (57).  Martha Nussbaum also acknowledges this counterargument in her 
1990 Love’s Knowledge: “the opponent responds...  Surely patterns of public life must be 
nearer to home, straightforwardly descriptive of something that is readily found.  James 
has moved too far away; his sense of life has lost its connection with real life” (164-165).  
Even New Criticism could not convince readers to overlook their alienation from James 
and his characters.  Matthiessen, one of the New Critics who played a crucial role in 
James’s revival, expressed his resistance to the author in letters to his lover, Russell 
Cheney: in one he wrote “I waver back and forth continually in the degree of my interest 
in [James].  He certainly is not someone I’m instinctively with all the way like Melville,” 
and in another, “I continue to alternate between admiration and satiety [as I read 
James]… One revealing symptom is the joy with which I rush back to Shakespeare on the 
alternate days” (qtd. in Cain 169). 
Kevin J. Hayes, ed., Henry James: The Contemporary Reviews (Cambridge UK: 
Cambridge UP, 1996).  Original publication information: E.F.F., “The Novels of Henry 
James,” Boston Evening Transcript, 21 December 1904, 18. 
Dorothea Krook, The Ordeal of Consciousness in Henry James (Cambridge, UK: 
Cambridge UP, 1962). 
F.O. Matthiessen, Henry James: The Major Phase (New York: Oxford University Press, 
1944).   
Matthiessen to Cheney, 10 Feb and 21 Mar 1943, Rat and the Devil (New York: 
Shoestring Press, 1978). 
Martha Nussbaum, Love’s Knowledge: Essays on Philosophy and Literature (Oxford 
UK: Oxford UP, 1990).   
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Vernon Louis Parrington, The Beginnings of Critical Realism in America, 1860-1920 
(1930; reprinted New York: Harcourt, Brace, and Wold, 1958.). 
Margery Sabin, The Dialect of the Tribe: Speech and Community in Modern Fiction 
(Oxford, UK: Oxford UP, 1987). 
92 Colm Tóibín, New Ways to Kill Your Mother: Writers and Their Families (New York: 
Scribner, 2012). 8. 
93 Colm Tóibín, All a Novelist Needs, 26. 
94 See Ross Posnock, “Introduction: Master and Worm, Anarchist and Idiot,” in The Trial 
of Curiosity: Henry James, William James, and the Challenge of Modernity (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1991). 
95 Omri Moses, “Henry James’s Suspended Situations.” Modern Philology.  108, no. 1 
(August 2010): 117. 
96 For a helpful discussion of the distinction between queer theory and gay studies see 
Eric Savoy, “Subjunctive Biography,” The Henry James Review 27, no. 3 (Fall 2006): 
248-255. 
97 Cameron, 108. 
98 Tóibín, All a Novelist Needs, 8. 
99 Ibid., 5. 
100 Ibid., 6. 
101 Ibid., 4. 
102 Ibid., 13. 
103 James writes his grandmother “represented for us in our generation the only English 
blood – that of both her own parents – flowing in our veins; I confess that out of that 
association, for reasons and reasons, I feel her image most beneficently bend” (Tóibín, 
All a Novelist Needs, 4). 
104 In “Weak Theory: Henry James, Colm Tóibín, and W.B. Yeats,” Wai Chee Dimock 
describes what she calls “the Tóibín effect,” through which Tóibín’s characteristics draw 
our attention to previously-overlooked elements of James’s oeuvre or biography: 
“Mediated by Tóibín – an author who wears his Irishness and his queerness on his sleeve 
– ethnicity and sexuality suddenly become diagnostic subjects in James as well – not 
trivial, not invisible, felt mostly as stress points, but occasionally also as points of pride” 
(740).  As Dimock casts about James’s corpus for notable Irish appearances, her gaze 
falls upon The Golden Bowl.  She writes, 
What emerges now is an entire signifying field, retroactively broadened 
and newly infectious, spreading from Tóibín to James, making hitherto 
unmarked phenomena now suddenly marked.  There is, for instance, that 
small detail in the opening pages of The Golden Bowl, suddenly salient 
now, ominous, raised above the threshold of legibility, inviting and indeed 
compelling diagnosis.  James is introducing Prince Amerigo for the first 
time: “his handsome face, constructively regular and grave, yet at the 
same time oddly and, as might be, functionally almost radiant, with its 
dark blue eyes, its dark brown moustache and its expression no more 
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sharply ‘foreign’ to an English view than to have cause it sometimes to be 
observed of him with a shallow felicity that he looked like a ‘refined’ 
Irishman.” 
 …The twice-removed causation and double passive voice make all 
of these seem strangely remote, as if it were some generic scenario that 
has to do with no one in particular.  On its own, the sentence would 
probably have gone unnoticed for most readers.  Thanks to the Tóibín 
effect, it suddenly becomes impossible to overlook.  Perhaps the generic 
Englishman is in fact some kind of double passive voice, an impersonal 
gaze that, with a “shallow felicity,” is in turn capable of an agentless 
reduction, performing the operation first on the Irish and now extending it 
to the Italian prince, both being genetic inferior within the colonial 
taxonomy of the British Empire. (741-742) 
Dimock provides an elegant model of how “the Tóibín effect” allows The Master’s 
reader to draw fresh details to the foreground.  This particular detail from The Golden 
Bowl is interesting not only for the postcolonial reading, since Colm Tóibín’s re-
animation of the author reminds us that Henry James is the particular agent who chose to 
create an “agentless reduction” in double passive voice.  In a move not unrelated to his 
closeted sexuality, James may have been inscribing a (yes, systemic) racism reinforced 
by self-loathing of his heritage.  The Tóibín effect does not provide answers, but it does 
create new questions that hover stubbornly between The Master and The Golden Bowl.  
105 Tóibín, The Master, 25. 
106 Ibid., 34-35. 
107 Ibid., 35. 
108 Tóibín’s Lord Wolseley quips that “Once [Mr. Webster] learns the art of silence he 
will be a very great orator indeed” (35).  If there is shame beneath James’s silence in this 
scene it is far less threatening than the shame of his sexuality.  Compare the fictional 
James’s masterful reaction to Mr. Webster with his defensive reaction when Edmund 
Gosse almost asks him if he is gay: “’No.’ Henry turned sharply. ‘You do not wonder.  
There is nothing to wonder about’” (72). 
109 Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, “Shame and Performativity: Henry James’s New York 
Edition Prefaces,” in Henry James’s New York Edition: The Construction of Authorship, 
ed. David McWhirter (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1995), 238. 
110 In the first case, when one’s own performance elicits a shaming reaction from the 
other, shame can be empowering.  Sedgwick writes, “shame effaces itself, shame points 
and projects, shame turns itself skin side outside, shame and pride, shame and dignity, 
shame and self display, shame and exhibitionism are different interlinings of the same 
glove: shame, it might finally be said, transformational shame, is performance.”  In the 
second case, when the individual is threatened by the second-hand shame of the other, 
bad treatment of someone else, bad treatment by someone else, someone 
else’s embarrassment, stigma, debility, bad smell, or strange behavior, 
seemingly having nothing to do with me, can so readily flood me – 
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assuming I’m a shame prone person – with this sensation whose very 
suffuseness seems to delineate my precise, individual outlines in the most 
isolating way imaginable. (Sedgwick, “Shame” 212) 
111 Ibid., 213-14. 
112 Ibid., 238-9. 
113 Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, “The Beast in the Closet: James and the Writing of 
Homosexual Panic,” in Epistemology of the Closet (Berkeley: University of California 
Press, 1990).  Sedgwick writes that “[t]he rhetorical name for this figure is preterition.  
Unspeakable, unmentionable, nefadam libidinem, ‘that sin which should be neither 
named nor committed,’ the ‘detestable and abominable sin, among Christians not to be 
named.’”  She goes on, 
Whose vice in special, if I would declare, 
   It were enough for to perturb the air, 
  “things fearful to name,” “the obscene sound of the unbeseeming words,” 
   A sin so odious that the fame of it 
   Will fright the damned in the darksome pit, 
“the love that dare not speak its name” – such were the speakable 
nonmedical terms, in Christian tradition, for the homosexual possibility 
for men. (202-203) 
114 Tóibín, Love, 35. 
115 Ibid., 13. 
116 Ibid., 14. 
117 Ibid. 
118 Ibid., 32; 31. 
119 Tóibín claims that “in a repressive society, every single gay man’s story is fascinating 
– how you deal with daddy, mammy, brothers, sisters, friends at school, your job; how 
you deal with Saturday night, how you move in the world.  That in itself is dramatic, in a 
way that if you’re French, out to everyone, have a nice boyfriend and a house in the 
country and two dogs, it’s not intrinsically as interesting… But the repressed life is a 
ready-made tale.  And a repressed writer is like a dog in a locked kennel who has sniffed 
meat” (Canning and Tóibín, Hear Us Out, 183-184). 
120 Tóibín, Love, 28. 
121 Ibid., 28-29.  In this passage Tóibín also discusses his distaste for an imagined version 
of Ulysses, in which Leopold Bloom is “happily married and was wandering around 
Dublin leading his son by the hand.”  His preference for the tragic is not limited to gay 
stories: for Tóibín, it reflects the dark emotional truth of the Irish experience as well.    
122 Ibid., 29-30. 
123 Sedgwick, “Shame,” 206. 
124 Michel Foucault, The History of Sexuality: An Introduction, Vol. 1, Trans. Robert 
Hurley (New York: Vintage, 1990). Foucault writes, 
As defined by the ancient civil or canonical codes, sodomy was a category 
of forbidden acts; their perpetrator was nothing more than the juridicial 
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subject of them.  The nineteenth-century homosexual became a personage, 
a past, a case history, and a childhood, in addition to being a type of life, a 
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his later pen in that grand chastisement of youth known as the New York Edition.  
Trying, in youth, for what the Master in his mastery would condemn – that is the only 
road to modest mastery” (278).  She does not speculate in detail about what might have 
turned out differently in her own life or writing had she the benefit of hindsight, but her 
experience does recall The Jolly Corner.  Since Brydon’s search turns up a ghostly 
double that is nearly the end of him, perhaps Ozick is wise to let the past alone. 
During her “Middle Years,” as she calls them, Ozick remembers “I used to say, 
with as much ferocity as I could muster, ‘I hate Henry James and I wish he was dead’” 
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(273).  Her irreverent death wish comes, of course, decades after James’s real death.  The 
next sentences cast a Bloomsian light over the curse: “I was not to have my disgruntled 
way.  The dislike did not last and turned once again to adoration, ecstacy, and awe; and 
no one is more alive than Henry James, or more likely to sustain literary immortality.  He 
is among the angels, as he is meant to be” (273).  In these moments of sadistic metonymy 
Ozick wants James’s texts to die, to relinquish their hold over her.  Her substitution of the 
past indicative verb “was” for the subjunctive “were” both gives the curse a tone of 
messy anger and also betrays a wish that James’s texts were already as decidedly dead as 
their master, that her wish were already granted.  Theodora Bosanquet’s automatic 
writings raise the possibility, for those willing to entertain it, that Henry James’s 
personality is no deader than his literature, and that he is ready and willing to dictate new 
fiction from the spirit world just as soon as he can find the proper medium to channel his 
voice.  Ozick makes no claim to be this medium, of course: her fictional Henry James is 
much closer to a symbol than a speaking ghost.   
Ozick suggests the reason James’s texts live on and continue to influence her is 
because the texts were never in the wrong.  Henry James did not teach Ozick the wrong 
lesson; he would have taught her the right lesson had she been a better reader.   Later in 
her life, Ozick acknowledges “though the Master himself was saying, in The 
Ambassadors, in Gloriani’s garden, to Little Bilham, through the urgent cry of Strether, 
‘Live, live!’ - and though the Master himself was saying, in ‘The Beast in the Jungle,’ 
through May Bartram, how ghastly, how ghostly, it is to eschew, to evade, to turn from, 
to miss absolutely and irrevocably what is all the time there for you to seize – I mistook 
him, I misheard him, I missed, absolutely and irrevocably, his essential note” (277).  In 
essence, Ozick realizes, to read James properly is to hear “Do as I say, not as I do,” or, to 
put it another way, to attend to James’s lessons about Life rather than looking for a 
shortcut to mature Art. 
291 Cynthia Ozick, “Dictation,” in Dictation: A Quartet (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 
2008), 14. 
292 The first case is the familiar psychological reading in which Spencer Brydon has the 
power to shape his own mind, but I suggest he fails to achieve mastery: when he is faced 
with the opportunity to experience the full potential of his consciousness, he balks.  The 
second reads The Jolly Corner as an uncanny trauma dream, in which Spencer Brydon 
and Henry James become unwilling participants in repetitions of some initial moment.  
The third approaches the The Jolly Corner through the lens of the occult: in the fictional 
Theodora Bosanquet’s successful literary subterfuge, Ozick allows the possibility that the 
(dis-) possessed medium may claim some degree of control over the text and sparks a 
new reading of the largely-unacknowledged power that Henry James grants Alice 
Staverton.   
293 Ozick, “Dictation,” 11-12.  
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294 James, The Jolly Corner, 14.  Esch defines prosopopoeia as “the figure that makes 
present to the senses something abstract and not susceptible of phenomenalization.  In 
giving a face (prosopon) or the semblance of one (prosopeion, a later variant denoting 
mask) to an entity that lacks a literal visage, prosopopoeia serves as a guarantor of its 
existence” (594).  Brydon’s hunt through the house on the jolly corner gives him the 
sense of his power to set meanings; when the ghost “turns the tables” on Brydon, Esch 
writes, he is in danger because metaphors always retain a degree of ambiguity (599). 
Deborah Esch, “A Jamesian About-Face: Notes on ‘The Jolly Corner,’” ELH 50, no. 3 
(Autumn 1983): 587-605. 
295 Ozick, “Dictation,” 14. 
296 Ibid., 43.  Emphasis in original. 
297 The real Theodora Bosanquet pursued projects across the spectrum from anonymity to 
authority.  Like her fictional counterpart she found a way to take control over her 
employer’s style, though her anonymously-published James parodies are a more light-
hearted exercise in mastery than her fictional sister’s deception.  In January 1915 
Bosanquet published a parody called “Afterwards” in the Gazette; in it, a man and a 
woman discuss the three types of people, recognizable in their sex lives and reactions to 
the war: Respondents who are attracted to the issue, Reactors who are propelled away 
and the Indifferents who fail to notice.  Though the story is more thesis-driven than 
James’s writing (and, as the Gazette editor notes, James characters are unlikely to ride 
outside an omnibus), “Afterwards” echoes “Is There a Life After Death?” from five years 
earlier, which distinguishes between the actively conscious and “dull people” whom 
James compares to “slugs and jellyfish” (James, “Is There a Life After Death?” 117). 
James thinks this group is the “constant and vast majority” (116), but Bosanquet’s parody 
claims more optimistically that only one third of the population is “the Indifferents, the 
immobile, the unsusceptible to impulsion” who gossip and shop and fail to engage 
consciously with the world around them (Bosanquet, 7).  Another parody she published 
in the Saturday Westminster Review that year also plays with questions of consciousness 
and personality; Bosanquet records in her diary that the parody is about “a young attaché 
who has to do something or other, what doesn’t matter, at Berlin in the presence of the 
Kaiser, the Grand Duke Nicholas, Joffre and the French and simply can’t get them to 
meet.  Final discovery that they share a single personality between them, a really 
Jacobean idea” (19).  These exercises test James’s exclusive mastery of his own style, but 
they are finally little more than homage from the master’s admirer.   
In her own experiment in juxtaposition, Bosanquet co-wrote an epistolary novel 
with Clara Smith around the time of James’s death (perhaps fittingly entitled Spectators), 
which alternated between the two authors’ voices.  Her memoir Henry James at Work 
both records her reverence for her former employer and establishes Bosanquet as a 
perceptive and original critic in her own right.  Her interest in James never ceased, but 
she went on to pursue a number of demanding unrelated projects: in addition to her work 
as editor of The Proceedings of the Society for Psychic Research and Time and Tide, she 
wrote book-length studies on Harriet Martineau and Paul Valéry. 
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For more on Spectators see Pamela Thurschwell, “The Typist’s Remains: Theodora 
Bosanquet in Recent Fiction,” The Henry James Review 32, no. 1 (Winter 2011): 1-11. 
298 Ozick, “Dictation,” 15. 
299 Ibid., 20. 
300 Ibid., 4.  Of her first impression of Henry James Bosanquet writes “I remembered that 
someone had told me he used to be taken for a sea-captain when he wore a beard, but it 
was clear that now, with the beard shaved away, he would hardly have passed for, say, an 
admiral, in spite of the keen grey eyes set in a face burned to a colourable sea-faring 
brown by the Italian sun.  No successful naval officer could have afforded to keep that 
sensitive mobile mouth” (Bosanquet 32). 
301 Matthiessen, The James Family, 339. 
302 James, Autobiography, 196. 
303 Ibid., 196. 
304 Leon Edel, Henry James: A Life, 23. 
305 Bosanquet, 47. 
306 James, “The Question of Our Speech” Henry James on Culture: Collected Essays on 
Politics and the American Social Scene.  Ed. Pierre A. Walker (Lincoln: University of 
Nebraska Press, 1999). 
307 Ibid., 291. 
308 Ibid. 
309 Bosanquet, 80. 
310 Matthiessen, The James Family, 339. 
311 This instance relates to the occult patterns I will trace in the chapter’s third section.  
William joked about establishing a telepathic link to Henry at that time: “I will think of 
you on the 31st at about 11a.m. to make up for difference of longitude.”  Funnily enough 
that was October 31st: Halloween.   
William to Henry James, 20 October 1890, in William and Henry James: Selected 
Letters, ed. Ignas K. Skrupskelis (Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press, 1997), 
245. 
312 James, The Jolly Corner, 1. 
313 Ibid., 10. 
314 Ibid., 8; 9; 11. 
315 Henry James writes, “The whole interest of the matter is that it is my or your 
sensibility that is involved and at stake; the thing figuring to us as momentous just 
because that sensibility and its tasted fruits, as we owe them to life, are either 
remunerative enough and sweet enough or too barren and too bitter.  Only because 
posthumous survival in some other conditions involves what we know, what we have 
enjoyed and suffered, as our particular personal adventure, does it appeal to us or excite 
our protest; only because of the associations of consciousness do we trouble and consult 
ourselves – do we wish the latter prolonged and wonder if it may not be indestructible, or 
decide we have had enough of it and invoke the conclusion that we have so had it once 
for all” (“Life” 117). 
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316 William James, Principles of Psychology, Vol. 1. (New York: Henry Holt and 
Company, 1893), 238. 
317 James, “Life” 117. 
318 See also William James, “The Hidden Self,” Scribner’s Magazine 7, no. 3 (March 
1890): 361-374. 
319 W. James, Principles, 206-208; 213. 
320 Ibid., 208. 
321 Shalyn Claggett, “Narcissism and the Conditions of Self-Knowledge in ‘The Jolly 
Corner.’” The Henry James Review 26, no. 2 (Spring 2005): 197. 
322 Eric Savoy, “The Queer Subject of ‘The Jolly Corner,’” The Henry James Review 20, 
no. 1 (1999): 14. 
323 James, “Life” 123; 124.  This capacity is on display in many of James’s fictions, as 
Sharon Cameron has argued.   
324 Ibid., 123. 
325 Ibid., 123; 124. 
326 Ibid., 126. 
327 Dana J. Ringuette, “Imagining the End: Henry James, Charles Sanders Peirce, and the 
‘Reach Beyond the Laboratory-Brain,” The Henry James Review 20, no. 2 (1999): 164. 
328 James, Autobiography, 196. 
329 James, The Jolly Corner, 15. 
330 Ibid. 
331 Ibid., 17. 
332 Ibid., 18. 
333 Ibid. 
334 Ibid. 
335 Ibid. 
336 Ibid., 21. 
337 Ibid. 
338 Ibid. 
339 Ibid., 26; 27. 
340 Ozick, Dictation, 44-45. 
341 Friedrich A Kittler, Discourse Networks 1800/1900, trans. Michael Metteer with Chris 
Cullens (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1990), xv. 
342 James, The Jolly Corner, 4. 
343 Ozick, “Dictation,” 28. 
344 Ibid.,” 32. 
345 The Bosanquet and Hallowes that serve Ozick’s artistic purposes are different, of 
course, from the portraits of these women that exist in the historical record.  In Lilian 
Hallowes’ case, Ozick takes the few facts we know about the historical woman – the 
record of her employment with the Conrads, the record of her brother Warren’s suicide 
by revolver on a moving train, and a few other facts about the family – and fleshes out a 
fuller portrait, the interest of which comes predominantly from a fictional addition: the 
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typist’s intellectual and physical passion for Joseph Conrad.  Ozick draws on Borys 
Conrad’s memoir for the physical description of Lilian Hallowes, giving her the same 
willowy body, vacant expression and loose bun he describes.  The language is 
remarkably similar.  Borys writes that Hallowes was “a tall, willowy female, then I think 
about thirty, with a supercilious manner and a somewhat vacant expression.  She also had 
very thick brown hair which she wore in an insecurely anchored bun on the nape of her 
long neck, which used to wobble about as she moved, in a most intriguing manner, and 
finally disintegrate, leaving her hair free to cascade over her shoulders – usually at the 
most inappropriate and embarrassing moments” (B. Conrad 14).  Compare Ozick’s 
introduction of Lilian: “Under her wet clumsy hat with its wet little feather, Miss 
Hallowes’ somewhat obvious nose reddened.  She had a long neck – she was long all 
over – at the base of which sat a bun.  The bun confined brown hair, the sort of brown 
that is so common as to be always overlooked, except in a very pretty woman.  Miss 
Hallowes was not a very pretty woman.  She was thirty-seven, just starting a jowl.  It was 
mostly inconspicuous, but formed a soft round bulge whenever she lowered her head.  
Her head, bending over the Machine, was usually lowered.  Sometimes the quick 
agitation of her fingers and shoulders shook her bun and uncaged it from its pins, and 
then her hair would cascade down over her long back; she wondered if Mr. Conrad 
noticed” (16). 
Ozick’s Hallowes engages in a tense and understated flirtation with Conrad that 
lasts for years and aggravates his jealous wife Jessie; however, in the historical Jessie 
Conrad’s memoir the tone is neither jealous nor defensive.  The Hallowes Jessie Conrad 
describes sounds gruffer and less sexual than Ozick suggests: “Conrad, in a fit of 
economy, decided to use a flint and steel cigarette lighter.  In a fit of abstraction he had 
replaced the thing in his pocket without extinguishing it.  Soon his secretary, who was 
sitting at his side at work, remarked, with a disgusted sniff, ‘Oh Mr. Conrad, there’s a 
very nasty smell of cooking in here’” (J. Conrad 118). If this is the revenge the fictional 
Hallowes feared, it is a little underwhelming.  The few glimpses available of the 
historical Hallowes show only a cypher: Borys reflects, “The fact that my father not only 
tolerated her presence in the house but even developed some affection for her was due, I 
believe, solely to the fact that she was a good typist and possessed the ability to sit silent 
and motionless in front of her machine, hands resting tranquilly in her lap for long 
periods, reacting promptly to a word, or a sudden outburst of continuous speech” (Borys 
Conrad 14).  Conrad’s ideal typist has no personality, no needs: she is an extension of the 
machine.  The final sentence of Ozick’s novella acknowledges what, for Lilian Hallowes 
at least, is an historical fact: “posterity will have nothing in particular to remark of either 
one, there being no significant record extant” (50). 
This is not true of the historical Theodora Bosanquet.  Her editor Lyall Powers 
begins his edition of Henry James at Work with a claim that few know of her: “Theodora 
Bosanquet is hardly a household name familiar to most educated readers.  For that matter, 
Henry James is now scarcely less unfamiliar” (Bosanquet vii).  But Powers’ edition of 
Henry James at Work with its biographical essays, Pamela Thurschwell’s Literature, 
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Technology and Magical Thinking, 1880-1920 (2001), and the archives of Bosanquet’s 
writings housed at Harvard University and Cambridge University attest that there is 
plenty to remark of Bosanquet, and more work to be done.  She was more than the 
extension of the typewriter, and her employment with James was no accident: her interest 
in Henry James inspired her to learn to type.  Bosanquet was born in 1880 to an 
intellectual family; her father’s side boasted Oxford academics, and her mother’s side 
was connected to the Darwin family.  She attended one of the first English schools for 
women, The Cheltenham Ladies College, and then attended University College, the 
University of London.  In early 1907 Bosanquet entered the Secretarial Bureau of Miss 
Mary Petherbridge in London, where in October of that year she learned that Henry 
James was looking for an amanuensis when she overheard a young woman practicing 
dictation from The Ambassadors.  Bosanquet abandoned her expertise in indexing to 
learn to type, and James took her on in spite of her early inefficiencies.  What Bosanquet 
lacked in experience she made up for in sympathy and interest.  Thurschwell describes 
James’s search for the perfect amanuensis as a goldilocks story: “After [William] 
MacAlpine’s apparent excess of personality, perhaps figured through his smoking and 
stoicism, an empty vessel seems like a relief; yet after [Mary] Weld a comprehending 
reader is James’s greatest desire.  With Theodora Bosanquet James finally has found 
what he’s looking for – a civilized typist” (Thurschwell 89). During the long stretches of 
quiet while James paced and thought, MacAlpine would smoke, Weld would sew and 
Bosanquet would read.  Bosanquet’s diary records the extensive reading she did on the 
job, as well as the books she borrowed from James’s library to take home with her.   
Bosanquet’s legacy, unlike Hallowes’, is not historical trivia about a member of a 
great author’s household – even if that member happened to have fine literary taste; 
Bosanquet was also a writer and a critic in her own right, and Lyall Powers worries that 
her work on James “has been rather overlooked” and deserves “a broader welcome” 
(Bosanquet 27-28).  In addition to the pamphlet she produced for Virginia and Leonard 
Woolf’s Hogarth Essays series, Bosanquet wrote a number of articles and essays about 
James – and about James studies – during her career writing and reviewing for Time and 
Tide.  Bosanquet’s voice is also recorded in BBC interviews and college lectures, and she 
mimicked Henry James’s voice in a number of parodies.  Aside from her strong 
association with James studies, Bosanquet co-wrote a novel and wrote book-length 
studies on Harriet Martineau and Paul Valéry.  David Miller records that “to date the only 
written words [Lilian Hallowes] has left have been those transcribed for and on behalf of 
Conrad, and her 1924 letter requesting Conrad’s typewriter” – a request that was denied, 
incidentally – as well as one other letter to Thomas J. Wise, who had given her a book on 
Conrad (Miller 101).  Ozick’s Bosanquet believes that the afterlife that counts is one’s 
afterlife in text, and the legacy of the real Bosanquet and Hallowes illustrate the 
difference textual production makes.  Of course, the plot that the fictional Bosanquet 
proposes will be truly anonymous. 
Borys Conrad, My Father: Joseph Conrad (London: Calder & Boyars, 1970). 
Jessie Conrad, Joseph Conrad As I Knew Him (London: Heinemann, 1926). 
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David Miller, “Amanuensis: A Biographical Sketch of Lilian Mary Hallowes, ‘Mr. 
Conrad’s Secretary,’” The Conradian 31, no. 1 (Spring 2006): 86-103. 
Pamela Thurschwell, Literature, Technology and Magical Thinking: 1880-1920 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001), 89. 
346 Ozick, “Question,” 300. 
347 “The act of reading – the work, in fact, of the act of reading – appeared to complicate 
and intensify the most ordinary intelligence.  The silent physiological translation of 
letters into sounds, the leaping eye encoding, the transmigration of blotches on a page 
into the story of, say, Dorothea Brooke, must surely count among the most intricate of 
biological and transcendent designs” (Ozick, “Question,” 300). 
348 Ibid., 303. 
349 Ozick, “Dictation,” 5. 
350 Ibid. 
351 Ibid. 
352 Mark Seltzer places the typewriter in a larger context of prosthetic technologies: “the 
earliest typewriters were designed for and sometimes by the blind, as the first telephone 
and the first gramophone were designed by the nearly deaf (Bell and Edison).  Along the 
same lines, Henry Ford fantasized the perfectly rationalized factory manned by the 
armless, the legless, and the blind” (Seltzer 10-11).   
Mark Seltzer, Bodies and Machines (New York: Routledge, 1992). 
353 Kittler begins his discussion of the typewriter by pointing out that Nietzsche adopted 
the new technology early because of his failing eyesight (Kittler 193). 
354 Ozick, “Dictation,” 6. 
355 Seltzer, 10. 
356 Qtd in Kittler, 195. 
357 Ibid., 193; 195. 
358 Bosanquet remembers on her first day, “Henry James watched my struggles with great 
patience and sympathy, but he couldn’t offer any advice.  He never claimed to know or 
understand anything whatever about the way any kind of machine worked” (Quoted in 
Hyde 160).  
H. Montgomery Hyde, Henry James at Home (London: Methuen & Co., 1969).   
359 Bosanquet, Henry James at Work, 34-45. 
360 Ibid., 34. 
361 Kittler, xii. 
362 Ibid., 356-356. 
363 Each night Brydon secretly visits the jolly corner he enters a sort of limbo apart from 
his daily waking life, and Deborah Esch has argued we might read the entire adventure as 
Brydon’s dream.  Esch writes, “There is a confusion in the last pages between waking 
and sleeping that calls into question his ‘serenity of certitude’ and the status of the entire 
preceding episode.  For if, when one dreams, one invariably dreams that one is awake, 
the project of distinguishing between waking and sleeping, sensing and dreaming, seeing 
and hallucinating, is problematized.  In thinking (or perhaps in dreaming) that he has 
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(literally or figuratively) ‘waked up again’ to knowledge, Brydon may well be deceiving 
himself once more, and the pursuit of his alter ego may have been, like James’s appalling 
and admirable nightmare, only a dream” (602). 
364 James, The Jolly Corner, 28. 
365 When Brydon finally sees the ghost, which James chooses to describe with far more 
physical detail than he does Brydon or Alice Staverton, the moment is more slippery than 
it may seem.  Even when Brydon looks the double full in the face, he cannot see the truth: 
“Horror, with the sight, had leaped into Brydon’s throat, gasping there in a sound he 
couldn’t utter; for the bared identity was too hideous as his, and his glare was the passion 
of his protest” (27).  The little word “as” spins a simple sentence into three possible 
meanings: a comparison (the double’s face is as hideous as Brydon’s), a condition (the 
face would be hideous were it Brydon’s), and a cause (the face is hideous because it is 
Brydon’s).  In the face of the indeterminate Brydon chooses unambiguous denial: “It was 
unknown, inconceivable, awful, disconnected from any possibility!... such an identity 
fitted his at no point… the face was the face of a stranger” (27).  Brydon moans the 
following day, “I was to have known myself!” but that is impossible: both the dream, if 
we take Brydon’s nightly explorations as a sort of dream, and his awakening repeat an 
initial moment of trauma.  In this reading Brydon’s rejects his other self because he must: 
not because he courageously defeats a competitor or rejects an abjected part of himself, 
but because he has no choice but to repeat his trauma (31).   
366 Esch writes, “Brydon sees his life as a linear history, a time-line along which he can 
trace events and actions backward and, at a fork in the path parking two incompatible 
routes, choose (albeit hypothetically) the alternate one.  He longs to rewrite the story of 
his life from the moment of that choice, recover his lost opportunities, and rescue his 
unfulfilled potential” (593).  However, in such an indeterminate story, where the very 
rules of reality come into question, it is strange that Spencer Brydon is only hunting one 
ghost.  When Brydon tells Alice, “Oh ghosts – of course the place must swarm with 
them,” we may think he means the ghosts of his dead family members, but the statement 
also suggests a swarming mob of unlived possibilities.  Brydon’s future forked at the 
decision to leave America, certainly, but after that fork he envisions two simple linear 
narratives: the one who left and the one who stayed.  Wouldn’t the house contain 
innumerable Brydons, all the possible paths he could have taken in the last thirty-three 
years even had he stayed in America: had he married, had he taken a different job, had he 
fathered children, and so on?  But the swarming ghosts condense into one “Form,” as 
Brydon calls it, which simplifies the infinitely forking road into the impact of his one 
decision to leave the childhood home, and allows him the fantasy that he can move 
backward along the clearly-marked temporal path and explore what the other road holds 
without getting lost.   
367 James, The Jolly Corner, 2; 9. 
368 While Henry Senior left Wilky nothing, William of Albany did leave Henry Senior a 
tiny annuity of $1,250 a year.  See Habegger 110; 497; 501. 
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369 He writes, “I had never heard of psychology in art or anywhere else – scarcely anyone 
then had; but I truly felt the nameless force at play” (James, Autobiography, 194). 
370 As we have seen, the two feelings were linked: “the scanter confidence and ease 
[Paris] inspired in us, the perhaps more numerous and composite, but obscurer and more 
baffled intimations” (James, Autobiography, 190). 
371 Ibid., 190-191. 
372 Ibid., 191. 
373 The memoirs bear witness to a larger discourse network, the powerful systemic James 
family dynamic that I describe in detail in Chapter 1: by their very nature, the memoirs 
manipulate others to achieve a false appearance of success and mastery.  These patterns 
play out most clearly in a fascinating instance wherein James edited the style and tone of 
his then-deceased brother William’s letters for inclusion in Notes of a Son and Brother; 
he wanted the “Family Book” to “show us at our best” even if the “best” fails to align 
with the historical record (James, Letters 1895-1916, 802).  He believed, like Fanny 
Assingham, that he meddled for William’s own good.  James tells his nephew Harry that 
he has chosen to edit the letters out of “a passion of tenderness for doing the best thing by 
him that the material allowed,” “that [William] should be more easily and engagingly 
readable and thereby more tasted and liked” (802; 803).  The editing betrays a confusion 
of interpersonal boundaries in which Henry cannot tell which memories belong to him 
and which belong to his brother; he reflects, “[e]verything the letters meant affected me 
so, in all the business, as of our old world only, mine and his alone together… that I 
daresay I did instinctively regard it at last as all my truth, to do what I would with” (803).  
To recall William’s example, it is as if Peter and Paul awoke in the same bed and each 
reached back to find the same reservoir of memories.  Confusion over where one family 
member ends and another begins is not Henry’s problem alone, but an issue shared by the 
Jameses of his generation and at least two generations before him. 
A second discourse networks shapes James as he edits the letters: the fusion of his 
brother’s voice with his own occurs in the realm of technology, as he takes “dictating 
liberties” with the letter via the Remington typewriter, which folds William’s style into 
James’s unified written and spoken voice.  In a comment that bears interest both in a 
study of historical fiction and in a study of the artistic mind, Henry explains the mistake 
he made when he set to work on his brother’s letters was his belief that he could ever 
write in a mode different than his fictional composition; he calls his method “an 
obsession” defined by “the instinct and the sense for fusions and interrelations” (803).  
After he had dictated new versions of William’s letters to Bosanquet at the Remington, 
James misplaced the originals, a coincidence that joined in some sense the technological 
discourse network to the traumatic experience of the missing past. 
Henry attempts to replicate in the letters an idiosyncratic dialect in which the boys 
had spoken when they were children; in a fascinating echo, Henry calls this dialect 
“jolly.”  Michael Anesko argues that the key characteristic of “jolly” is nominalizing 
adjectives (45), which is also a characteristic of James’s late style; perhaps James’s “free, 
involved, unanswered talk” was both pulled out of him by the Remington and also pulled 
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him back toward its origins in his powerful family system.  For Henry, this style 
characterizes the brothers’ shared boyhood: “My recollection of the time is that we never 
talked in anything else; we had known in our time abroad nothing but jolly – we should 
have had nothing at all if we hadn’t had it” (James, Letters 1895-1916, 804).  In James’s 
memory of their time abroad he and William spoke in the same voice, and that shared 
voice was all they had.  Anesko insists that “James had forced that usage upon William,” 
and certainly Henry’s editing is a form of posthumous manipulation of his brother, more 
defenseless now than he was in his Paris boyhood (45).   
Henry James to Henry James III, November 15-18, 1913, in Letters 1895-1916, vol. IV, 
ed. Leon Edel (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1984).   
374 Sigmund Freud, The Interpretation of Dreams, Trans. A.A. Brill (1913, Reprint, New 
York: Modern Library, 1950), 367. 
375 Cathy Caruth, Unclaimed Experience: Trauma, Narrative, and History (Baltimore: 
The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1996), 105. 
376 Ibid., 110-111. 
377 Ibid., 111. 
378 For more on William James’s connection to the AA Big Book, and on the links 
between Varieties and William’s personal experiences, see Eoin F. Cannon, The Saloon 
and the Mission (2013), especially “The Varieties of the Conversion Polemic.” 
379 Alcoholics Anonymous, 59. 
380 Ibid., 63. 
381 Ibid., 21. 
382 Ibid., 68. 
383 Ibid., 75. 
384 Ibid., 75. 
385 Kittler, 229. 
386 Ibid., 356-356. 
387 The transition from 1800 to 1900 is a transition from woman as a sex worker (the 
mother) to an office worker (the typist), but, as Thurschwell addresses, the professional 
woman still carries the threat of sex with her, which must be contained carefully in the 
bounds of propriety: the psychical scientist – or the typist’s employer – must maintain a 
staunch professionalism.  The threat of impropriety lingers in “Dictation,” nevertheless: 
the fictional Lilian Hallowes’ barely-disguised sexual attraction to Joseph Conrad 
threatens his wife and drives the narrative.  Though the typist and the medium are 
working women, Theodora Bosanquet was the “truly civilized typist” that James had 
been waiting for.  The Jolly Corner straddles the eras of the mother and the typist, just 
like the house in the jolly corner is wired with both gas and electric lights.  Brydon is 
only able to enjoy Alice Staverton’s company thanks to an unquestionable respectability 
he associates with an earlier era.  Her gentle attraction is the way the past hovers around 
her, as if she moves among the New York skyscrapers surrounded by the halo of a 
simpler time: “the spirit she after all confessed to, proudly and a little shyly, as to that of 
299 
 
 
 
                                                                                                                                                                                     
the better time, that of their common, their quite far-away and antediluvian social period 
and order” (James, Jolly Corner, 3-4). 
See Roger Luckhurst on the careful policing of social class in the SPR:  
Psychical research invented a new object of study through the exercise of  
social and class power.  The marker laid down by the ‘objects’ of the 
Society that ‘The Council desires to conduct their investigations as far as 
possible through private channels’ was a class indicator.  The paid 
Spiritualist performer – almost always working class – was to be excluded 
in favour of ‘private’ circles and written communications.  These demands 
selected a certain constituency, one sharing the disgust of professionalized 
spirits.  This was clear, even to Dawson Rogers, who had suggested a 
society to Barrett ‘for the sake of the many persons of culture and good 
social position who, while really interested in Spiritualism, held 
themselves aloof from all active association with the movement because of 
the odium which at that time was supposed to attach to the name.’  This 
sodality of intellectual elite and middle class further deployed membership 
fees (one guinea a year for associates, two guineas for full members) to act 
as barriers, establishing tiers of access, just as other scientific societies 
used the same tactics. (Luckhurst 56) 
In an unfinished book manuscript about the soul, Theodora Bosanquet writes that she had 
“a persistent interest in psychical research.  Not a burning interest but enough to produce 
a guinea a year out of a slender income as the subscription of an Associate member of the 
Society for Psychical Research” (qtd. in Thurschwell, Literature, 100) 
Roger Luckhurst, The Invention of Telepathy: 1870-1901 (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2002). 
388 Kittler, 34. 
389 Ibid., 28; 25. 
390 Hyde, 150. 
391 Qtd in Thurschwell, Literature, 20. 
392 Henry James to Henry James III, 15-18 November 1913, in Letters 1895-1916, 802. 
393 Thurschwell, Literature, 90-91.  Ozick’s fictional typist is not romantic, but the case 
may have been different for the real Theodora Bosanquet.  In her automatic writing 
sessions, Bosanquet believed she had received the message that if she were to serve as 
amanuensis to the dead Henry James, then they must develop a relationship of mutual 
love.  Bosanquet asks the spirits of William and Henry James “Can I do anything to 
help?” and then writes, 
Nothing but take the trouble to make a little time every day for the 
practicing of the hand.  Now I must go to my other medium on the new 
plane of the… fondest love from William and Henry.  Until you can love 
us a little we don’t think that we can do much for the work that my 
medium will try to help make for us, but the new plans will bring love.  
New plans will make your life a very different thing and nobody can do 
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more for you than that.  Now, Miss Bosanquet, take the greatest care – are 
you taking care to make a glad and happy surrender of your own 
personal… New plans will be a very great pleasure to me Henry James… 
gladly and happily surrender your own personal… (Qtd. in Thurschwell, 
Literature, 108-109) 
As the passage suggests, Bosanquet’s love will be tied to a “glad and happy surrender,” 
which she explores in other sessions of automatic writing.  Apparently Bosanquet would 
have to sacrifice her sex life and her professional ambitions if she were to become a pure 
vessel for James’s words.  Bosanquet records demands from her control Johannes: “We 
want you to make yourself a little more like a nun for the rest of your life on earth 
because you have to be the instrument of a great work of wonderful and appealing beauty 
and you must be the first to realize that this work will need all your faculties to make it a 
little bit of what we want it to be,” and in a sitting two days later, “nunlikeness is the 
essential thing” (Quoted in Thurschwell, 105; 106).  In the midst of these sessions 
Bosanquet writes a message in the voice of William James that may have comforted her: 
“We are the last people in the world to make you nunlike or make you take any vow of 
chastity” (Qtd. in Thurschwell, Literature, 105).  Perhaps even more difficult than 
restraining her physical urges would be restraining her professional ambitions as a writer, 
which, the historical records show, she could not do. 
394 Ozick, “Dictation,” 6. 
395 Ibid., 21; 20.  Ozick describes the fictional Bosanquet’s power in magical terms 
during her first meeting with Miss Hallowes when, within minutes, the reserved woman 
discloses the deepest trauma of her life: her brother’s suicide by revolver on a moving 
train.  Hallowes thinks, “Through some unworldly distillation of reciprocal sympathy, 
Miss Bosanquet was somehow divining her humiliation” (22; emphasis mine).  Ozick’s 
Bosanquet, like an “unworldly” telepath, “divines” the secrets hidden in Hallowes’ mind.  
Once at the tearoom, Theodora takes her hand and pretends, like a psychic, to read her 
palm (28).   
396 Ibid., 35. 
397 The historical Bosanquet’s trusted position granted her one real-life opportunity to 
alter text that would appear in James’s name.  After James suffered his second stroke and 
could no longer work, she agreed to help with a challenging editing project.  James had 
written a draft preface for Rupert Brooke’s Letters from America, and the Westminster 
Gazette threatened a libel suit over a perceived slight to the paper.  Bosanquet records her 
victory in her diary: 
Wednesday, 15 December 1915.  Spent most of the afternoon excising and 
altering the libelous passages in the Rupert Brooke preface, and when I 
showed the results to Mrs. James was rewarded by her saying that “Henry 
would never knew he hadn’t written it himself.”  I do think it’s quite a neat 
job. (Bosanquet 85) 
Lyall H. Powers describes her accomplishment in more detail, explaining that she 
condensed about a page of type into one sentence, “so that no seam shows and the stream 
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of James’s prose flows steadily on” (Bosanquet 18).  Compare Cynthia Ozick’s 
description of the fictional Bosanquet’s accomplishment: “There is no visible seam, no 
hair’s-breadth fissure; below the surface – submicroscopically, so to speak – the chemical 
amalgam causes no disturbance, molecule melds into molecule all serenely” (“Dictation” 
49).  The real Bosanquet sent an immutable change into the future, just as her fictional 
sister later would – though her intention appears to have been only to help, the revision is 
nevertheless anonymous proof that she has the power to control her master’s prose 
published in black and white under his own name. 
398 Bosanquet, 109.  Henry James’s exposure to spiritualist mediums came primarily 
through his brother William, one of a group of intellectuals applying a rigorous scientific 
approach to psychical research, hoping to uncover the obscure workings of mesmerists, 
mediums, telepaths and ghosts.  In 1882 a group of British intellectuals formed the 
London Society for Psychical Research; one of its members, physicist William Barrett, 
gave a lecture tour in America that gathered in its audience an illustrious group of 
anthropologists, astronomers, psychologists, philosophers and medical doctors.  
Alexander Graham Bell was in attendance, and of course so was William James.  This 
sparked discussions that led to the first meeting of the American Society for Psychical 
research on December 18, 1884, with about 250 members.  They divided into subgroups, 
and William James was a member of the Committee for Mediumistic Phenomena.  Ten 
years later, in 1894, William James accepted the presidency of the American SPR.  
Participating in this research exposed James to criticism, but support for rigorous study of 
psychical phenomena came from respected thinkers in many fields.  Literary critic 
Pamela Thurschwell argues that at a time when telephones were still a novel technology 
connecting speakers across vast spaces, the hope that the living might communicate with 
the spirit realm seemed like a reasonable possibility, and telepathy could be placed on a 
continuum with other communication technologies like the telephone and telegraph.  
Thurschwell argues that all of these “tele-technologies” aspired to increase speed and 
collapse distance between communicators.  On his American lecture tour, William 
Barrett tried to convince his audience that psychical forces may be just as real as other 
invisible forces that can only be seen through their effects in the physical world, such as 
magnetism, electricity or gravity.  “Out of alchemy came chemistry,” the optimistic 
Barrett argued, “and out of astrology, astronomy” (qtd. W. James, Essays, 7).  For 
William James as a psychologist and philosopher, psychical experiments held the 
tantalizing promise of better understanding human consciousness.  One of the founders of 
the London Society for Psychical Research remembered he had had an idea for a society 
“to be called Psychical or Psychological,” not yet making a clear distinction between the 
two areas of inquiry (Rogers, 429-430).  When the quotidian realm of psychology 
contains hysterics, hypnotized subjects, amnesiacs, patients in a catatonic trance, and 
cases of multiple personalities – all of which suggest that consciousness is fractured, 
complex or mysterious – then the possibility of telepaths or spirit mediums does not seem 
so extreme.  Perhaps these sensitive individuals could shed new light on the study of the 
human mind.  Roger Luckhurst has argued “telepathy ties diverse social, cultural and 
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scientific resources together in a tightly bound knot” or a “matrix.”  He says “One of the 
appeals of analyzing ‘marginal sciences’ like Mesmerism and Spiritualism in the 
nineteenth century has been to question the assumptions behind demarcations of science 
and non-science, proper and improper knowledge” (3; 2).   
William James, Essays in Psychical Research (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University 
Press, 1986). 
E. Dawson Rogers, “The Origin of the SPR,” Light (9 September 1893): 429-30. 
For more on the birth of the American Society for Psychical Research see Linda Simon, 
Genuine Reality: A Life of William James (New York: Harcourt, Brace & Company, 
1998).  For a history of telepathy see Roger Luckhurst, The Invention of Telepathy: 1870-
1901. 
399 Bosanquet, 111. 
400 Thurschwell, 101. 
401 Ibid., 108. 
402 Bosanquet was flattered by what she perceived as her deceased employer’s 
complimentary attention: he was, after all, choosing her as the most fitting partner in an 
unprecedented collaboration that transgressed life and death.  Mrs. Dowden writes that 
James’s plan is first to refine Bosanquet’s abilities and then “to proceed with either a 
short tale or an essay whichever pleases her best” (qtd. Thurschwell 102).  The answer 
captures the tantalizing promise that even though Bosanquet would have to extinguish her 
personality, at the same time she might be a muse or almost a co-author, commanding 
him to write what “pleases her best.”   In the same sitting, Mrs. Dowdon writes that 
James is asking for “A lending of the mind to follow mine, or should I say a willing 
perception of my work and intention” (102).  It strikes one as troubling that Bosanquet 
must willingly “lend” her mind to James for his own use – a non-reciprocal act.  On the 
other hand, James rephrases his desire, suggests that “lending of the mind” means only 
that she should have “a willing perception of my work and intention.”  But in the realm of 
automatic writing we cannot take the phrase “lending the mind” so figuratively.  In this 
sitting with Mrs. Dowdon, James’s voice is both demanding and seductive, manipulating 
Bosanquet by acknowledging her unique understanding.   
403 qtd. Thurchwell 108.  
404 The essay was originally published in Harper’s Bazaar in two installments during the 
1910 January and February issues as part of an eleven-month series, “a ‘symposium’ on 
the future life” (Ringuette, 155). 
405 Leon Edel, Henry James, The Master: 1901-1916 (Philadelphia: Lippincott, 1972), 
564. 
406 James, “Life,” 126. 
407 Ibid., 127. 
408 “We think of the particular cases of those who could have been backed, as we call it, 
not to fail, on occasion, of somehow reaching us.  We recall the forces of passion, of 
reason, of personality, that lived in them, and what such forces had made them, to our 
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sight, capable of; and we say, conclusively, ‘Talk of triumphant identity if they, wanting 
to triumph, haven’t done it!’” (James, “Life,” 121). 
409 Ibid., 121-122. 
410 Simon, Genuine Reality, 200. 
411 In William’s first visit to Mrs. Piper, she talked about the minutiae of his home life, 
such as his lost waistcoat, his son’s family nickname, and even “the death throes of a cat 
that James had killed with ether” (Simon, Genuine Reality, 200). 
412 Gay Wilson Allen, William James: A Biography (New York: Viking Press, 1967).  
282-283. 
413 Luckhurst, 233. 
414 James to Alice Howe Gibbens James, 14 March 1906, in Dear Munificent Friends: 
Henry James’s Letters to Four Women, ed. Susan E. Gunter (Ann Arbor: University of 
Michigan Press, 1999), 63. 
415 James to Alice Howe Gibbens James, 17 November 1906, in Selected Letters of 
William and Henry James, 479. 
416 William James was convinced that Mrs. Piper’s talents were genuine, and he was no 
pushover.  William criticized The Beacon of Light for its perceived defense of a 
fraudulent medium, Mrs. H. V. Ross, in a letter to the editor that advised the spiritualist 
publication to “raise a fund for the following up of such exposures as that of the Ross 
gang by the criminal conviction and imprisonment of its members” (31).  In an 1886 
report to the Committee on Mediumistic Phenomena, on the other hand, William James 
admits that Mrs. Piper has overcome his skepticism: “I am persuaded of the medium’s 
honesty, and of the genuineness of her trance… I now believe her to be in possession of a 
power as yet unexplained” (16). 
William James, “Letter on Mrs. Ross, the Medium (1887),” in Essays in Psychical 
Research. 
William James, “Report of the Committee on Mediumistic Phenomena (1886),” in Essays 
in Psychical Research. 
417 Luckhurst, 230. 
418 Simon, Genuine Reality, 288. 
419 Luckhurst, 230. 
420 Qtd. Thurschwell, Literature, 102. 
421 See Luckhurst, “The Woman Sensitive: Nerves, New Women, and Henry James,” 
214- 251; especially 215-219.  Luckhurst points out Darwin argued that the development 
of interpersonal sympathy and cooperation would harken a new complexity in human 
evolution, and women’s important reproductive role and more sympathetic natures placed 
them at the front line of this progress.  However, contemporary writers such as John 
Mitchell, Alexander Bain and George Beard warned women that too much sympathy 
could make them permeable to other people’s pain or feelings, causing hysteria and 
nervous disorders.  Pamela Thurschwell highlights Frederic Marvin’s claim that 
Spiritualism itself is a symptom of a female disease called “mediomania” that resulted 
from an off-balance placement of the womb (106-107). 
304 
 
 
 
                                                                                                                                                                                     
422 William James, “Notes on Echolalia in Mrs. Piper (1886),” in Essays in Psychical 
Research. 
423 Quoted in Thurschwell, Literature, 105. 
424 Not all of the tests that Mrs. Piper underwent were invasive.  She was hypnotized by 
William James on at least five occasions, and underwent hundreds of tests for telepathic 
powers, all of which she failed; William concluded “her medium trance seems an isolated 
figure in psychology” (Essays, 17). William’s experiments with her suggested that her 
psychic trance was unlike a hypnotic trance: Mrs. Piper would sink gently into a passive 
hypnotic state, and after she awakened she could remember what had occurred, while her 
transition into and out of psychic trance was marked by a small seizure - her pupils 
contracted and muscles spasmed, and she could remember nothing upon awakening 
(Essays, 17). 
425 Luckhurst, 106; 230-231. 
426 Ibid., 231. 
427 The séance threatened propriety by allowing members of different sexes, classes and 
ethnicities to sit together in a darkened room.  One fifty-five year old Italian peasant 
named Eusapia Palladino held particularly sexualized spiritualist sittings.  In 1909 she 
traveled to America to be investigated by American SPR member Hereward Carrington, 
who records, 
She says “mio caro” (“my dear”), leans her head upon the shoulder of her 
neighbor, and courts caresses when she believes that he is sympathetic.  It 
is at this point that phenomena are produced, the success of which causes 
her agreeable and even voluptuous thrills.  During this time her legs and 
arms are in a state of marked tension, almost rigid, or even undergo 
convulsive contractions.  Sometimes a tremor goes through her entire 
body. (qtd. Simon, Genuine Reality, 367) 
At the climax of her performance, the medium acted out erotic thrills, but she was no 
more threatening than the men who studied her: the SPR attempted to isolate Palladino’s 
psychic power, as if it did not belong to the particular woman.  The SPR caught Palladino 
performing fraud, but she was still considered a genuine psychic talent by many 
researchers.  Roger Luckhurst explains “such frauds were ascribed to her low Romany 
blood – her conscious intentions interfering with subliminal powers in trance which were 
not, in a fundamental sense, hers” (229).  The characteristics that made Palladino 
miraculous were, in the eyes of researchers, not a part of her at all.  The experiments 
intended to establish validity and set boundaries between the fraud and the genuine 
psychic led to even more invasive physical contact.  To test the materialist medium’s 
sitting, during which the furniture might move, rattle or levitate, investigators would 
confirm that she was not physically manipulating the environment by holding her hands 
or ankles, or sitting with her feet on their own.  A London researcher who worked closely 
with Palladino believed he had “positive evidence of her powers of physical 
materialization of ectoplasm” through extensive tests using “Regnier dynamometers, 
Marey cardiographs, chemical analysis of urine samples, highly sensitive photographic 
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plates, and X-ray exposure during dark séances” (Luckhurst 229).  Palladino’s séances 
offer the spectacle of female sexuality to a paying public, and in a sense SPR researchers 
return her embrace, touching her hands and feet and measuring the details of her bodily 
functions.   
428 William James, “A Record of Observations of Certain Phenomena of Trance (1890),” 
in Essays in Psychical Research, 84; emphasis in original. 
429 Dr. Phinuit claimed to be a French doctor but could not speak French.  William James 
believed that the control might be lying about his identity, but that did not disprove he 
was a genuine link to a spirit realm.  In 1904 Michael Sage published a study of Mrs. 
Piper, based on publications from the SPR; he describes a possible origin for Dr. Phinuit.  
Sage wonders if Mrs. Piper adopted her control from the medium who helped her develop 
her own skills, much like Theodora Bosanquet would later borrow “Johannes” from the 
medium who first connected her to Henry James.  Sage writes, 
It will not have been forgotten that Mrs. Piper’s mediumship blossomed 
forth, if I may thus express myself, during the sittings she had with the 
blind medium J. R. Cocke.  Now this medium was then, and has, I believe, 
always since been, controlled by a certain doctor called Albert G. Finnett, 
a French doctor of the old school which produced Sangrado… There is 
considerable resemblance between this name Finnett and the English 
pronunciation of Phinuit.  Therefore we may well inquire whether the 
medium Cocke, when developing Mrs. Piper’s mediumship, may not also 
have made her a present of his control.  Dr. Hodgson had questioned 
Phinuit on this point several times.  But Phinuit asserts that he does not 
know what is meant, and that Mrs. Piper’s is the first human organism 
through which he has manifested.  I will not try to settle the question. (40) 
Michael Sage, Mrs. Piper and the Society for Psychical Research, trans. Noralie 
Robertson (New York: Scott-Thaw Co., 1904), Project Gutenberg, Web, 15 September 
2014.  
430 W. James, Essays, 84.  In her analysis of James’s report, Linda Simon claims that 
séance attendees were convinced by intimidating controls because they fulfilled a larger 
need: “Many sitters who had slipped away from the religious moorings of their youth 
looked for new sources of spiritual authority.  The control presented himself as such a 
figure, a stern patriarch who, from his vantage beyond daily reality, told sitters how to 
conduct their lives.  One of Piper’s controls, after the raunchy Dr. Punuit, called himself 
Imperator; another, more pointedly, Rector” (Simon, Genuine Reality, 202). 
431 Qtd. in Clark Bell, Spiritualism, Hypnotism and Telepathy: as Involved in the Case of 
Mrs. Leonora Piper and the Society for Psychical Research (New York: Medico-Legal 
Journal, 1904), 123. 
432 William James worked closely with Mrs. Piper during this period and published a 
detailed report on the phenomenon.  See William James, “Report on Mrs. Piper’s 
Hodgson-Control,” in Essays in Psychical Research. 
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433 Perhaps not surprisingly, Mrs. Piper reclaimed her personhood and autonomy though a 
text that is unambiguously attributed to her own voice.  The New York Herald published 
an interview with Leonora Piper on October 20, 1901, in which the medium signaled her 
desire to stop the experiments with Richard Hodgson, whom she found condescending 
and domineering; she repeated to a Boston Morning Journal reporter “I said something to 
the effect that I would never hold another sitting with Mr. Hodgson, and that I would die 
first” (qtd in Simon, Genuine Reality, 307).  The most shocking part of the interview was 
Piper’s claim that she believed her powers were not evidence of communication with the 
spirit world but instead telepathic communication with the minds of her sitters.  Her 
assertion was a slap in the face to William James, Richard Hodgson and other SPR 
researchers who took her abilities seriously.  She devalued William James’s experiments, 
for example, which had disproved her telepathic abilities and limited the scope of her 
talents to psychic communion with the dead.   Linda Simon writes, 
Leonora Piper, in an interview with a reporter, disclaimed her powers as a  
medium.  She did not receive messages from the dead, she maintained, but 
instead was responding to mental telepathy on the part of her sitters.  “I 
am inclined to accept the telepathic explanation of all the so-called 
psychic phenomena,” she said,” but beyond this I remain a student with 
the rest of the world.”  Thoroughly fed up by Richard Hodgson’s 
condescending attitude toward her, she asserted that she had acted “simply 
as an automaton, going into what is called a trance condition to be studied 
for purposes of scientific investigation, and also for the comfort and help 
of many suffering souls who have accepted the spiritistic explanation of 
the words which I unconsciously spoke while in this dreamy state.” 
(Simon, Genuine Reality, 306) 
434 Alice Staverton’s particular psychic powers may have a more specific textual source; 
her dreams resemble a study by the American Society for Psychical Research conducted 
by G.B. Ermacora, “Telepathic Dreams Experimentally Induced.”  The experiment lays 
out a structure by which the “control” of one mind can appear in another mind and 
convey a message from one to the other, just as in the reading in which the apparition in 
Brydon’s mind appears in Alice Staverton’s with a message from Brydon.  It is unclear 
whether Henry James would have heard of the study, but William James wrote a review 
of it in 1896.  Dr. Ermacora conducted his experiments in Padua with Signora Maria, a 
medium, and her five-year-old cousin Angelina.   In her trance, Signora Maria manifested 
a control named Elvira.  After Angelina spontaneously saw Elvira in a dream, Dr. 
Ermacora began to test whether the spirit could carry a message from Signora Maria to 
the child.  During the day Dr. Ermacora would sit with Signora Maria in her trance state 
and give Elvira a phrase or image to communicate to Angelina.  The next morning he 
would ask Angelina to tell him about her dream.  William James reports that almost every 
one of the seventy experiments was successful: Elvira, it seems, had carried the message 
from one mind to another (180).  The experiment is interesting to set beside Alice 
Staverton’s example, because it mirrors the same issues of gender and authority at play in 
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her case, as well as Mrs. Piper’s and Theodora Bosanquet’s; it rests upon the women’s 
moral incorruptibility and illustrates the power of the SPR and male authority figures to 
control the women whose “power” they study.434  In this case, Dr. Ermacora locked the 
two women in separate rooms at night and tasked another women to guard over their 
sleep to “detect any possible somnambulism” (181).  Dr. Ermacora insisted it was 
“morally impossible” that Signora Maria would tell the child what to report in her dream, 
but William James concludes that though Dr. Ermacora himself is an honest man who 
insists the women are honest, “the whole chain of honesties will seem a weak one, and 
the ‘rigorously scientific’ mind will exercise its natural privilege, and doubtless promptly 
and authoritatively dismiss the narrative as ‘rot’” (180; 181).  Dr. Ermacora’s approach 
suggests Signora Maria and Angelina are merely receptive vessels for Elvira, the real 
object of the study.  Critics of The Jolly Corner make a similar mistake, perhaps, by 
attending only to the significance of Spencer Brydon’s double and overlooking the 
powerful female mind capable of seeing him.   
William James, “Review of ‘Telepathic Dreams Experimentally Induced,’ by G.B. 
Ermacora (1896),” in Essays in Psychical Research. 
435 James, The Jolly Corner, 33. 
436 Ibid., 32. 
437 Ibid., 11-12. 
438 Earl Rovit, “The Ghosts in James’s ‘The Jolly Corner,’” Tennessee Studies in 
Literature X (1965): 65. 
439 Ibid., 65. 
440 Ibid., 69. 
441 Ernest Tuveson, “’The Jolly Corner’: A Fable of Redemption,” Studies in Short 
Fiction 12 (1975): 271. 
442 Ibid., 275. 
443 Martha Banta, Henry James and the Occult: The Great Extension (Bloomington: 
Indiana University, 1972), 149. 
444 Louis S. Gross, Redefining the American Gothic: From Wieland to Day of the Dead 
(Ann Arbor: UMI Research Press, 1989), 19; 21. 
445 Savoy, “Queer Subject,” 1; 14. 
446 Ibid., 8. 
447 Ibid., 19. 
448 James, The Jolly Corner, 3. 
449 Esch, 602. 
450 Ibid., 602. 
451 Esch, 593; Gross, 19. 
452 James, The Jolly Corner, 29. 
453 Instances of Alice’s manipulations abound.  One such moment is accompanied by 
Brydon’s description, through free indirect discourse, of why he likes her so much:  
She listened to everything; she was a woman who answered intimately but who 
utterly didn’t chatter.  She scattered abroad therefore no cloud of words; she could 
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assent, she could agree, above all she could encourage, without doing that.  Only 
at the last she went a little further than he had done himself.  “And then how do 
you know?  You may still, after all, want to live here.”  It rather indeed pulled him 
up, for it wasn’t what he had been thinking, at least in her sense of the words, 
“You mean I may decide to stay on for the sake of it?” 
  “Well, with such a home – !” But, quite beautifully, she had too much tact  
to dot so monstrous an i, and it was precisely an illustration of the way she didn’t 
rattle. (7, first emphasis mine) 
Alice Staverton is the perfect listener, never disagreeing with or discouraging Brydon.  
The reader can see that she wants Brydon to remain in New York for her own motives; 
she never states her desires or asks him to stay, but instead manipulates him gently with 
shades of meaning he fails to fully comprehend.  At the end of the story it appears she has 
gotten what she wanted without having to ask for it. 
454 Banta, 151. 
455 Zwinger quotes the definitions, 
1857 BULLOCK Cazeaux’ Midwif. 43 The vestibule is a small triangular  
space placed at the upper part of the vulva. 
1883 DUNCAN Clin. Lect. Dis. Wom. (ed. 2) xvii. 167, I call them  
inflammations of the pedendum; but they are often called inflammations 
of the vulva, and sometimes of the vestibule. 
Lynda Zwinger, “’treat me your subject’: Henry James’s ‘The Jolly Corner’ and I,” The 
Henry James Review 29, no. 1 (Winter 2008): 11. 
456 James, The Jolly Corner, 28-29; Zwinger offers this suggestive editing on page 11. 
457 Rovit, 66; 67. 
458 Savoy, 14; 1. 
459 Tuveson writes, “An alternate explanation of the hallucination Brydon undergoes 
might be that he telepathically received the image of the ‘other Brydon’ Alice had 
conceived in her imagination; she told him that for weeks she “had worked so over what 
you might, what you mightn’t have been.”  The vivid detail of the maimed hand, for 
example, might have been part of the figure she created” (279). 
460 Tuveson’s main argument is that Brydon’s apparition is what influential SPR 
spiritualist researcher F.W.H. Myers would have called a “subliminal self.”  See Tuveson 
272 for a summary of this idea. 
461 James, The Jolly Corner, 8. 
462 Ibid., 13. 
463 Ibid., 30. 
464 Luckhurst, 232. 
465 Esch, 591. 
466 Cynthia Ozick, “Henry James’s Unborn Child,” 135. 
467 Alan Hollinghurst, The Line of Beauty (London: Bloomsbury, 2004), 379. 
468 Ibid., 123. 
469 Ibid., 6. 
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470 Nick reflects, “there was something about him they trusted, a gravity, a certain shy 
polish,” the fruit of his taste and education (Hollinghurst, 4). 
471 In case the reader is tempted to believe Nick’s version, Hollinghurst pokes fun at him 
by including a transcript of the dictation: “He’d grown fond of dictating, and found 
himself able to improvise long supple sentences rich in suggestion and syntactic shock, 
rather as the older Henry James, pacing and declaiming to a typist had produced his most 
difficult novels.  …’Dear Treat and Brad,’ Nick began: ‘It was with no small interest that 
we read your newest proposals comma with their comma to us comma so very open 
brackets indeed comma so startlingly close brackets novel vision of the open quotes sex 
life close quotes of italics capital S Spoils semicolon –‘“ (346). 
472 Nick’s misreading is a poignant failure since Fleda’s parallel struggles with her 
wealthy surrogate family might have proved instructive.  He explains his interest by 
remarking “You know Ezra Pound said it was just a novel about furniture, meaning to 
dismiss it of course, but that was really what made me like the sound of it!” 
(Hollinghurst, 187).  It comes as little surprise that the son of an antiques dealer and, 
later, a professional aesthete would think furniture provides ample interest for a novel or 
a film.  In the Preface to The Spoils of Poynton, Henry James explains the germ of the 
story was originally about no more than a feuding family’s desire for things:  
One thing that was “in it,” in the sordid situation, on the first blush, and 
one thing only – though this, in its limited way, no doubt, a curious 
enough value: the sharp light it might project on that most modern of our 
current passions, the fierce appetite for the upholsterer’s and joiner’s and 
brazier’s work, the chairs and tables, the cabinets and presses, the material 
odds and ends, of the more labouring ages.  (Art 123) 
As soon as that “sordid” or “limited” germ begins to grow, James acknowledges the real 
interest will be the motivations and relationships of his new-born characters: 
Yes, it is a story of cabinets and chairs and tables; they formed the bone of 
contention, but what would merely “become” of them, magnificently 
passive, seemed to represent a comparatively vulgar issue.  The passions, 
the faculties, the forces their beauty would, like that of antique Helen of 
Troy, set in motion, was what, as a painter, one had really wanted of them, 
was the power in them that one had from the first appreciated.  
Emphatically, by that truth, there would have to be moral developments.  
(Art 127) 
James’s description fits both The Spoils of Poynton and The Line of Beauty; Nick is 
motivated to manipulate and enable people in order to maintain access to their valuable 
things, his own Helen of Troy; in Nick’s case, though, the things are less valuable for 
their own aesthetic beauty than for the security and prestige they symbolize.  Nick gets 
stuck on the “vulgar” level of the narrative and misses the “moral developments.”  He 
neither recognizes Leo’s cultural interest in film, nor acknowledges the emotional 
vulnerability Leo displays when he invites Nick over to meet his family and expresses a 
desire to meet Nick’s.  He misreads Toby, assuming he is a beautiful dolt, forgetting his 
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business acumen and his work as a journalist (for a revealing moment see the 
conversation on pages 281-282).  And of course Nick is wrong about Wani, whose 
statuesque appearance is no excuse for his shallow cruelty. 
473 Hollinghurst, 378. 
474 James, Art, 222. 
475 Hollinghurst, 183. 
476 Nick uses de-contextualized quotations to describe a sexual partner who was “perhaps 
a trifle too punctually, though not yet quite lamentably, bald” and “spoke, as to cheek and 
chin, of the joy of the matutinal steel” (Hollinghurst, 182; 183). 
477 As Thomas Otten points out, “a vetch is a plant that takes its form from another plant, 
adapting its structure to something outside itself” (274). 
Thomas Otten, “The Spoils of Poynton and the Properties of Touch,” in American 
Literature 71 no. 2 (June 1999): 263-290. 
478 Nick and Fleda nevertheless inherit traits from their families: Fleda’s father sounds 
just like her when he complains “he was conscious of having a taste for fine things which 
his children had unfortunately not inherited” (Spoils 104). Fleda and her father are both 
connoisseurs, though they disagree on the meaning of “fine.”  Nick is well aware of the 
aesthetic knowledge he learned from his father, a middle class antiques dealer who 
proudly announces “I’ve got two earls, one viscount, one baron and two baronets on my 
books!” (Hollinghurst 248). 
479 For James’s recollections of the source story see Henry James, The Notebooks of 
Henry James, ed. F. O. Matthiessen and Kenneth B Murdock (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1981), 136-137 and 198. 
480 James, Notebooks, 137. 
481 James, Spoils, 12. 
482 Ibid., 104. 
483 Ibid.. 
484 Ibid., 51. 
485 James writes that the estranged mother and son share “no fundamental tenderness,” 
which is of course quite different from the troublingly close relationship between Adam 
and Maggie Verver (33). 
486Fleda holds herself to a high standard: “Fleda knew, in short, and liked the knowledge, 
that for several weeks she had appeared exemplary in every relation of life” (52).  And 
she demands no less from Owen: 
   “Oh, I’m so awfully happy!” [Owen] exclaimed. 
   She hesitated: she would only be impeccable even though she  
should have to be sententious.  “You’d be happy if you’re perfect!” she 
risked. 
He laughed out at this, and she wondered if, with a newborn 
acuteness, he saw the absurdity of her speech, and that no one was happy 
just because no one could be what she so lightly prescribed.  “I don’t 
pretend to be perfect.” (138)   
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487 James, Spoils, 140.  Fleda’s distorted vision rests on assumptions about moral rules, 
while Nick does not appear to hold any moral codes consistently.  Fleda’s great mistake 
is turning away Owen’s love out of respect for these rules of her own invention:  
“The great thing is to keep faith.  Where is a man if he doesn’t?  If he 
doesn’t he may be so cruel.  So cruel, so cruel, so cruel!” Fleda repeated.  
“I couldn’t have a hand in that, you know: that’s my position – that’s 
mine.  You offered her marriage: it’s a tremendous thing for her.”  Then 
looking at him another moment, “I wouldn’t give you up!” she said 
again… “Never, never, never!” (140-141) 
If Owen breaks faith with Mona, what will prevent him from later breaking faith with 
her?  Fleda’s fear of abandonment spurs her to enforce her code to such an extreme that it 
prevents her getting what she wants most.  Fleda elaborates her code in Chapter 9, during 
an extended meditation on her role:  
She herself, at any rate – it was her own case that was in question – 
couldn’t dream of assisting him save in the sense of their common 
honour…  It would seem intolerably vulgar to her to have “ousted” the 
daughter of the Brigstocks; and merely to have abstained even wouldn’t 
assure her that she had been straight.  Nothing was really straight but to 
justify her little pensioned presence by her use: and now, won over as she 
was to heroism, she could see her use only as some high and delicate deed.  
She couldn’t do anything at all, in short, unless she could do it with a kind 
of pride, and there would be nothing to be proud of in having arranged for 
poor Owen to get off easily.  Nobody had a right to get off easily from 
pledges so deep, so sacred.  How could Fleda doubt they had been 
tremendous when she knew so well what any pledge of her own would be? 
(77-78) 
488 Late in The Line of Beauty Nick realizes that he has been a servant to the Feddens all 
along, never a son, and his family’s legacy contributes in no small part to this role.  Guest 
family effacement and shame combine in a pattern of fawning that colors Nick’s 
relationship with the Feddens; “the tone of smooth submission” Nick uses with Lord 
Kessler is something “his father taught him,” and when he talks to Rachel Fedden about 
Hawkeswood he “felt he was rather fawning on her” (47; 43).  When tabloids break a 
story about Gerald, Nick brings drinks up to Rachel and Lord Kessler, entering “with a 
slight mime of servility, which wasn’t spotted as a joke” (390).  In the crisis, Nick is 
surprised and hurt when Rachel treats him as a live-in servant who had manipulated her 
innocent family, suggesting he had failed in his responsibilities to care for their bipolar 
daughter, Catherine.  Fleda Vetch functions as a servant to her surrogate family as well, 
but she acknowledges her role from the beginning.  Fleda realizes that “her own value in 
the house was just the value, as one might say, of a good agent” when Mrs. Gareth offers 
up Fleda as a potential wife for Owen.  Fleda is mortified, but she accepts Mrs. Gareth’s 
treatment and chooses to stay on, presumably in service to the beautiful things: 
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Fleda felt that she could declare [her fancy for Poynton] to be great indeed 
when really for the sake of it she could forgive what she had suffered and, 
after reproaches and tears, asseverations and kisses, after learning that she 
was cared for only as a priestess of the altar and a view of her bruised 
dignity which left no alternative to flight, could accept the shame with the 
balm, consent not to depart, take refuge in the thin comfort of at least 
knowing the truth. (James, Spoils 29) 
Fleda accepts her “shame” not only because she fancies Poynton but because she needs 
to: unwelcome at her father’s home, she uses Mrs. Gareth for room and board, and it is 
only right to repay her mistress with service, for “nothing was really straight but to justify 
her little pensioned presence by her use” (77).  Fleda “reflected that if Mrs. Gareth’s 
remaining [at Poynton] would have offered her a sort of future – stretching away in safe 
years on the other side of a gulf – the advent of [Owen and Mona] could only be, by the 
same law, a great vague menace, the ruffling of a still water” (19).  Like any traumatized 
or neglected child, Fleda desires consistency and security, so working on Mrs. Gareth’s 
behalf is not only repayment, but also working in her best interest.  Her competing 
loyalty is to the man she loves: if she serves Mrs. Gareth she hurts Owen, and if she 
serves Owen she hurts Mrs. Gareth.  Fleda has left an environment of neglect to enter one 
of conflict: “what a strange relation between mother and son when there was no 
fundamental tenderness out of which a solution would irrepressibly spring!” (33).  In the 
new family dysfunction, Fleda must triangulate with mother and son, who vie for her 
allegiance.  Fleda tries to do service to them both, which is an impossible task.  If 
anything, Nick’s situation is worse.  Fleda knows what she has signed on for, while Nick 
deludes himself.  Fleda has convictions – ill-conceived though they are – while Nick will 
do anything to protect his position in the home. 
489 Owen and Mrs. Gareth both accept Fleda’s intermediary role as part of the natural 
course of their dynamic.  Fleda must serve them in this way even when it causes her 
distress.  After Fleda first realizes on her shopping trip with Owen that “he liked her… 
more than he really ought” (50) and Mrs. Gareth has moved all of Poynton’s collection to 
Ricks, Owen comes for a visit: 
   “For whom did he ask?” [asked Mrs. Gareth] 
  “Why, for you, of course, dearest friend!” Fleda interjected, falling  
instinctively into the address that embodied the intensest pressure.  She 
wanted to put Mrs. Gareth between her and her danger. 
“He asked for Miss Vetch, mum,” the girl replied, with a face that 
brought startlingly to Fleda’s ear the muffled chorus of the kitchen. 
   “Quite proper,” said Mrs. Gareth austerely.  Then to Fleda: “Please  
go to him.” 
   “But what to do?” 
  “What you always do – to see what he wants.”  Mrs. Gareth  
dismissed the maid.  “Tell him Miss Vetch will come.”  Fleda saw that 
nothing was in the mother’s imagination at this moment but the desire not 
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to meet her son.  She had completely broken with him, and there was little 
in what had just happened to repair the rupture.  It would now take more to 
do so than his presenting himself uninvited at her door.  “He’s right in 
asking for you – he’s aware that you’re still our communicator; nothing 
has occurred to alter that.  To what he wishes to transmit through you I’m 
ready, as I’ve been ready before, to listen.  As far as I’m concerned, if I 
couldn’t meet him a month ago, how am I to meet him today?  If he has 
come to say, ‘My dear mother, you’re here, in the hovel into which I’ve 
flung you, with consolations that give me pleasure,” I’ll listen to him; but 
on no other footing.  That’s what you’re to ascertain, please.  You’ll oblige 
me as you’ve obliged me before.  There!” (60-61) 
Fleda, afraid of conflict and of the gossiping kitchen-maids’ opinion of her, tries feebly to 
manipulate her maternal friend, but Mrs. Gareth wields power over Fleda both as 
surrogate mother and pseudo-employer; her final command illustrates how well she 
understands that control. 
490 James, Spoils, 72. 
491 Ibid., 119. 
492 Ibid., 70. 
493 Ibid., 32. 
494 Hollinghurst, 249. 
495 Ibid., 95. 
496 Ibid., 244; 246; 346-357. 
497 Ibid., 133; 91.  The end of his relationship with the Fedden family frightens him 
because “he didn’t know how to deal with… anyone who didn’t show support and 
respect” (406). 
498 Hollinghurst describes the drinks (gin and tonics, bloody marys, Pimms, fashionable 
cocktails) that accompany Toby’s twenty-first birthday party at Hawkeswood, Gerald 
Fedden’s annual venison dinner, a rural fair, the arrival of guests at the French estate, the 
small family celebration of Gerald and Rachel’s anniversary, and the larger public 
celebration as well.  (see Hollinghurst 73; 113; 238; 276; 287; 316; 327). 
499 James, Spoils, 7. 
500 Ibid., 10. 
501 Hollinghurst, 121; 182 
502 Ibid., 139 ;49 
503 Ibid., 69. 
504 Ibid., 137. 
505 Ibid., 140. 
506 These contradictory desires play out in Fleda’s many reversals.  In the first case, Mrs. 
Gareth offers Fleda up as a desirable wife for Owen as the girl watches helplessly, and 
Fleda shows her indignation by insisting on instant departure (26).   Yet almost 
immediately Fleda agrees to stay.  Her change of heart may be in service to a higher 
ideal, an urge to stay on as a “priestess of the altar” to Poynton’s collection, or simply a 
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desire for the security her continued service would ensure (29).  Later, when Mrs. Gareth 
removes all of Poynton’s spoils to Ricks, Fleda again attempts to set a boundary.  Fleda 
cannot implicitly support Mrs. Gareth’s secret theft by staying on as her companion, and 
she makes up her mind, again, to leave immediately (58).  Almost immediately Fleda 
backs down in favor of humble service to the Gareths, telling herself “at Ricks as at 
Poynton, it was before all things her place to accept thankfully a usefulness not, she must 
remember, universally acknowledged” (61).  If it strikes one as irrational that Fleda 
should overcome her shock at Mrs. Gareth’s immorality by reminding herself that she can 
be useful to her immoral mistress, that is because it only hides her true motivation.  This 
change of heart is fear-driven too, a reversal made in the moment she lets a sob escape 
her in front of Owen; in order to hide her feelings for him she can only hypocritically 
insist on her faithfulness to his mother (59).  Finally, Fleda’s position in relation to 
Owen’s engagement is the one boundary she erects that does not fall, but only because he 
marries Mona before Fleda has a chance to change her mind.  Fleda refuses to marry 
Owen until he is utterly “free” from Mona, and it must be Mona who ends their 
engagement (137).  After an argument with Mrs. Gareth Fleda crumbles again and 
becomes willing to marry Owen, offering to go immediately to the Registrar (158).  But it 
is too late: he is already lost to Mona. 
507 Nick suggests a connection between art and addiction during a dinner party 
conversation with Gerald Fedden’s secretary and lover, Penny Kent.  Penny and Nick 
agree that Nick’s graduate study at University College London is a step down after 
undergraduate study at Oxford, and Nick tries to charm Penny with belittling anecdotes 
about his new university: not only did the UCL English department building once house a 
mattress factory, but Nick insists half the English department staff are alcoholics (122-
123). As Nick suggests that the English department is tainted by addiction he divides 
himself into an inner self that wants to do good work in his graduate program and an 
outer self that sacrifices his truth in order to charm Penny, whom he does not even like.  
Nick’s quest for social acceptance leads him to hypocrisy.   
508 James, Art, 123; 127. 
509 After Mrs. Gareth has returned the collection to Poynton from Ricks and accidentally 
enabled Owen’s marriage to Mona, Fleda’s nobility turns zealous: 
  She too, she felt, was of the religion, and like any other of the passionately  
pious she could worship now even in the desert… each piece, in its turn, 
was perfect to her; she could have drawn up a catalogue of them from 
memory.  Thus again she lived with them, and the she thought of them 
without any question of any personal right.  That they might have been, 
that they still might be hers, that they were perhaps already another’s, 
were ideas that had too little to say to her.  They were nobody’s at all – too 
proud, unlike base animals and humans, to be reducible to anything so 
narrow. (169-170) 
510 James, Spoils, 83. 
511 Hollinghurst, 50. 
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512 Take for example a 1902 review of The Wings of the Dove in Critic, in which J.P. 
Mowbray claims a connection between James’s late style and “effeminacy”: 
   In trying to form anything like a comprehensive estimate of Mr.  
James’s mature work, the effeminacy of it has to be counted with… In the 
selection of theme he appears instinctively to be on the boudoir side of 
life, and to give himself, with a perspicacity and a zest that had been held 
to be characteristic of the other sex, to the intricacies of matchmaking and 
the silken embroideries of scheming dowagers and tender protégés.  If 
there is any finesse or delicacy in the treatment, the merit we suspect is 
owing to the indisposition of a mind to contemplate the more rugged 
aspects of humanity and content to loiter with a strange industry amid the 
foibles and fashions of mere intellectual coquetry. 
   One calls this “womanish” at some risk, at a time when woman, so  
far as literature is concerned, is taking events into her own hands, and 
armed cap-a-pie, is flourishing a sword in her imagination and crying 
lustily “Have at you, gentlemen.” (326) 
Mowbray claims that James’s view is even more feminine than that of real women, but he 
does stop just short of accusing James of homosexuality (gender inversion). 
In 1912, Louis Umfreville Wilkinson is more explicit in a story called “The Better 
End: Conclusion of a chapter from the unpublished novel, What Percy Knew, by H*nr* 
J*m*s.”  The short scene, in a parody of late-Jamesian style, depicts an unnamed Henry 
James character, “bending near the fire” in a library while “another gentleman, younger, 
stands behind him, unbent,” both with their pants around their ankles, and an audience 
looks on (390).  The tale mostly describes the moment of anticipation before physical 
contact, but the climax of this scene is surprisingly unambiguous, in spite of its style: 
It could not, this especial situation, this lovely little particular phase of 
theirs, go on, they knew, for ever; and if that devolvulent blanching stain 
now perceivable upon the space of carpet dividing, yet, the two – Lester 
had “come,” as they say, “off” – may have furnished a consummation that 
they could not too enthusiastically greet as the most appropriate and, 
wholly, satisfying that might have been looked for, at least they could 
recognize it as one worthy – and why not? – of their acceptance; one – 
indeed, to be – you understand? – bowed to. (391) 
The sexual act ends without any physical contact between the two men, and without the 
James figure attaining sexual release.  In the final sentence, the older man looks back 
over his shoulder and says to the younger, “ah, well, my dear, so there, you see, we 
are!”512  Wilkinson’s attitude is ambivalent, both lampooning James’s late style and 
making an inside joke.  Wilkinson, who corresponded with Oscar Wilde when he was a 
schoolboy, withheld the story until long after James’s death, when in 1969 he printed two 
hundred numbered copies for private distribution to the limited group that would, 
presumably, get the joke.512  The point is not to make a public claim about Henry James 
(as H.G. Wells’s Boon did) but to use James’s style within a small community. 
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 In this case, the perpetual deferment of the syntax mimics the story’s content, as 
tension builds while the two men and their audience wait for a deferred sexual release.  
The humor comes from the tension between high register and low content, and the ample 
opportunity for punning play that results: “Ray Lester [the younger man] had, as the 
phrase is, the horn; but it strained, this nervous pointer, for him, under what was, in a 
fashion, an intellectual – could it be? – subjugation: these alert anticipatory fibres, with 
the quite visible quiver that they had – or indeed, if one were brought to the point of 
admitting it, the swelling and throbbing – hinted, and more than hinted, at some subtle 
variation, hardly definable, of a tragic mental tensity.” (390) 
Mowbray, J.P., “The Apotheosis of Henry James,” in Henry James: The Critical 
Heritage, ed. Roger Gard (New York: Routledge, 1997).  Originally published in Critic 
41 (November 1902): 409-414. 
Louis Umfreville Wilkinson, “The Better End: Conclusion of a chapter from the 
unpublished novel, What Percy Knew, by H*nr* J*m*s,” in Pages Passed from Hand to 
Hand: The Hidden Tradition of Homosexual Literature in English from 1748 to 1914, 
edited by Mark Mitchell and David Leavitt (New York: Houghton, 1997). 
513 Hollinghurst, 50. 
514 Ibid.  Lionel Kessler shares his first name with Kate Croy’s father in The Wings of the 
Dove; Eve Sedgwick has argued that Lionel Croy’s “unspeakability” is the love that dare 
not speak its name. 
Eve Kosovsky Sedgwick, “Is the Rectum Straight?  Identification and Identity in The 
Wings of the Dove,” in Tendencies (Durham: Duke University Press, 1993). 
515 Hollinghurst, 186. 
516 Nick misuses style as a manipulative social tool rather than a mode of communication 
which, properly interpreted, would allow him to assess his relationships and respond 
appropriately.  Nick recognizes the power of shared language to create community.  As 
Nick and Leo begin to bond as a couple, they experiment with borrowing the other’s 
style.  In one phone conversation Leo says of their last sexual encounter “’Well that was 
very jolly,’ …with a half-teasing, half-aspiring use of a Nick word,” and a few moments 
later Nick describes a dinner party by saying “’It’ll be a lot of horrible old Tories,’ …in 
an attempt at Leo’s language and point of view” (Hollinghurst 109; 110).  When pressed, 
Nick chooses the love of the Feddens over Leo, and he learns their family language in an 
attempt to strengthen his membership in their community.  When the Feddens return after 
Nick’s first stay in Kensington Park Gardens as house-sitter, Nick “conversed with his 
hosts in an idiom of tremendous agreement.  ‘Did you have glorious weather?’  ‘I must 
say we had glorious weather.’  ‘I hope the traffic wasn’t too frightful…’ ‘Frightful!’  ‘I’d 
love to see the little church at Podier.’  ‘I think you’d love the little church at Podier.’  So 
they knitted their talk together” (21).  In this early case the Feddens genially mimic Nick, 
but soon Nick learns “a successful imitation of their manner and point of view,” which 
often requires him to lie or exaggerate (46).  He tries to participate in the “family cult” 
that draws upon old stories and myths from before his time and includes family pet 
names (Toby’s sister Catherine is “the Cat that Walks by Herself”) (106; 20). 
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 Nick tries to emulate Rachel Fedden’s sinister style, which simultaneously 
conceals and reveals: “Nick loved the upper-class economy of her talk, her way of saying 
nothing except by hinted shades of agreement and disagreement: he longed to master it 
himself” (44).  Rachel’s “characteristic tremor of irony” allows Nick to read a bond of 
sympathy into her comments, as if they are chuckling together at a secret joke; Nick fails 
to realize Rachel’s irony is sometimes directed at him (23).  In an early scene Nick and 
the Feddens sit around the kitchen table discussing tabloid gossip: a politician caught 
with a rent boy had resigned his post.  Nick wonders at the self-consciousness he 
suddenly feels, but we learn Nick’s paranoia is appropriate when Rachel breaks her 
smooth ironic tone for a moment: “’The thing is, darling, quite simply, that it’s vulgar 
and unsafe,’ she said, in one of her sudden hard formulations” (23).  Nick exempts 
himself from her judgment but internalizes the phrase “vulgar and unsafe,” which echoes 
like a refrain throughout the rest of the novel.  On the night Nick loses his virginity, his 
lover Leo asks if they can go to the Fedden house, and Nick thinks “the truth was he 
didn’t dare, he just couldn’t do that to Rachel and Gerald, it was vulgar and unsafe,” and 
after having sex in the private garden behind the Fedden home, which after years of 
frustrated fantasy Nick thinks “was so much the best thing he’d ever done,” Nick “had a 
sense of being noticed by the house, and the verdict of ‘vulgar and unsafe’ seemed to 
creep out like a mist and tarnish the triumph of the evening” (31; 36; 38). Only a few 
years later Nick has traded monogamy for cruising.  On the night of a grand party in the 
Fedden home, where later Nick will dance, drunk and high, with Margaret Thatcher, he 
first sneaks out of the house to find an anonymous sex partner in a public restroom: 
afterward, “walking briskly back to Kensington Park Road he was frowning again, at 
having done something so vulgar and unsafe… Nothing ‘unsafe’ in the new sense, of 
course; but reckless and illegal” (323).  Now, Rachel’s phrase carries the weight of the 
AIDS crisis, but when she spoke it, the phrase carried only the weight of prejudice.  Like 
the family nicknames, this phrase creeps into Nick’s lexicon, but it brings with it 
unacknowledged shame. 
Had Nick acknowledged Rachel’s judgment of him, he would not feel as shocked 
to discover at the end of the novel that Rachel and Gerald Fedden do not love him as a 
surrogate son, as he believed they did.  In the aftermath of public scandals – the exposure 
of Gerald’s affair with his secretary Penny and of Nick’s relationship with Wani – the 
Feddens lash out at Nick.  Gerald has always had a blunter style, and his accusation is 
virulently homophobic:  “It’s the sort of thing you read about; it’s an old homo trick.  
You can’t have a real family, so you attach yourself to someone else’s.  And I suppose 
after a while you just couldn’t bear it, you must have been very envious I think of 
everything we have, and coming from your background too perhaps… and you’ve 
wreaked some pretty awful revenge on us as a result” (420).  Nick had misread his 
position in the family all along: his scapegoating is not a new servitude or fruit of a newly 
developed prejudice, but a different form of the same pattern that had always been in 
place.  Gerald’s rough style could not have covered his attitude, but Nick was able to 
ignore his homophobia because they had been silent on the matter: Nick reflects, “The 
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facts of gay life had always been taboo with [Gerald]: he and Nick had never shared a 
frank word or knowing joke about them” (418).  Rachel’s verbal irony had allowed her to 
avoid intimacy and allowed Nick to imagine it, all part of the mutual – and for the most 
part mutually beneficial – manipulations that knit Nick into the Fedden family. 
517 Michael Anesko, Monopolizing the Master: Henry James and the Politics of Modern 
Literary Scholarship (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2012), 193. 
518 Henry James, Dearly Beloved Friends: Henry James’s Letters to Younger Men, ed. 
Susan E. Gunter and Steven H. Jobe (University of Michigan Press, 2001).  Henry James, 
Beloved Boy: Letters to Hendrik C. Andersen, 1899-1915, ed. Rosella Mamoli Zorzi 
(Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press, 2004).  English version; original edition 
published in Italian in 2000.   
 When Leon Edel condensed his multi-volume biography into a single volume in 
1985, he reflected on the changes that had occurred in biographical scholarship since he 
began his James biography in the early 1950s: 
I am not suggesting that I have, in my revisions, gone in quest of a “sex 
life” or even a “love life” for Henry James: my data remains the same.  
What I have been able to do is to discard certain former reticences; to take 
less advantage of certain “proprieties” I practiced out of respect for 
surviving members of the James family, the children of William James.  I 
remember at that time, when biographers gathered, they talked about “how 
much should a biographer tell?”  Today a biographer can tell a great deal 
more than we allowed – the modern question is not one of permissiveness, 
but of ethics.  No biographer can tell “everything,” for modern archives 
are massive.  Selection, taste, tact, and certain decencies still remain: and 
biographers will have to be judged by the skill with which they adhere to 
what we humanly want to know rather than load us with gossip and the 
modern bedroom. (Henry James: A Life, xii) 
Edel “attempted to touch the passional life of the celibate James” in his revised 
biography, but his reticence remains.  Until recently, unless one gained access to archival 
materials, in large part one had to trust Edel’s “decencies” and his sense of “what we 
humanly want to know.”  Edel did once consider publishing James’s letters to Hendrik 
Andersen, Jocelyn Perse, and Hugh Walpole under the title Letters to Three Friends, 
though Harvard University Press would not allow him to pursue the project since he 
already owed the publisher a multivolume edition of James letters (Anesko, 185). 
519 Hendrik Andersen to James, March 31, 1912, in Beloved Boy, 128-129. 
520 Nick Guest also confuses sex and scholarship, but his confusion points to stasis and 
avoidance rather than productivity.  In one case he lies about studying to cover up the fact 
that he cut class to have sex: 
“You know, morning in the library, waiting for books to come up from the 
stacks; bibliography class in the afternoon, ‘How to describe textual 
variants.’”  He made himself as dull as he could…, like a brown old 
binding, though to his own eye “textual variants” glinted with hints at 
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what he’d actually done, which was to cut the class and have two hours of 
sex with Leo on Hampstead Heath. (Hollinghurst 106) 
521 James, Notebooks, 318. 
522 Hollinghurst, 127. 
523 Ibid., 170. 
524 Ibid., 349. 
525 Richard Canning and Alan Hollinghurst, “Alan Hollinghurst,” in Gay Fiction Speaks: 
Conversations with Gay Novelists (New York: Columbia University Press, 2000), 332. 
526 Philip Gambone and Alan Hollinghurst, “Alan Hollinghurst,” in Something Inside: 
Conversations with Gay Fiction Writers (Madison: The University of Wisconsin Press, 
1999), 232. 
527 Ibid., 243. 
528 Canning, 357. 
529 Gambone, 234. 
530 Hollinghurst, 94. 
531 Ibid., 95. 
532 Ibid., 94. 
533 Ibid., 140; 133. 
534  The lifestyle Pete knows, which he assumes Nick shares, is completely alien, and 
Nick is both uncomfortable and fascinated to learn about it: 
   “So how long have you been in London, Nick?” [asked Pete]. 
   “About… six weeks?” 
   “Six weeks… I see.  You’ll still be doing the rounds, then.  Or are  
you just shopping local?  You’ve done the Volunteer.” 
   Leo saw Nick hesitating, and said, “I wouldn’t want him going to  
that old flea-box.  At least not till he’s sixty, like everyone else in there.” 
   “I’m exploring a bit,” said Nick. 
   “I don’t know, where do the young things go these days?” 
   “Well, there’s the Shaftesbury,” Nick said, naming a pub that Polly  
Tompkins had described as the scene of frequent conquests. 
   “You’re not so much of a pubber, though, are you?” Leo said. 
   “He wants to go down to the Lift,” said Pete, “if he’s a bit of a  
chocoholic.” 
   Nick blushed and shook his head dumbly.  “I don’t know really.”   
He was very embarrassed, in front of Leo, but undeniably fascinated to 
have his taste guessed at and defined.  He felt he had only just guessed at 
it himself.534 
Nick doesn’t confess his ignorance, even pretending to teach Pete about “where the 
young things go.”  At this point, Nick is dreaming of monogamy and does not share 
Pete’s tastes.  
535 Hollinghurst, 163. 
536 Ibid., 159. 
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537 Ibid., 173. 
538 James, Spoils, 7. 
539 Nick thinks, “Leo wasn’t imaginative: that was part of the point and beauty of him” 
(Hollinghurst 367). 
540 James, Spoils, 7-8. 
541 Hollinghurst, 134-136. 
542 Ibid., 9. 
543 Ibid., 142-143. 
544 Mrs. Charles’s mistake shows that organized religion is not the solution to Nick’s 
problem, though the end of the novel suggests a spiritual rebirth through suffering may 
reveal the truth of art and allow Nick to connect with others. 
545 Hollinghurst, 356. 
546 Ibid., 144. 
547 James, Spoils, 9. 
548 Ibid., 123. 
549 Ibid., 170. 
550 Ibid. 
551 Thomas Otten calls Fleda and Mona “the ideal and her opposite” (284). 
552 James, Spoils, 23. 
553 Ibid., 82. 
554 Hollinghurst, 145. 
555 Ibid. 
556 Ibid. 
557 Ibid., 144. 
558 Nick loves Leo in his way, but like his loves for Toby and Wani, it consists of a 
sensual obsession and a desire for security that borders on possession.  Nick’s stifling 
neediness comes out during their date to see Scarface.  Nick, ignoring Leo’s interest in 
the film, thinks that “the only reason for sitting through a super-violent three-hour 
gangster movie was to have Leo’s weight and warmth against him and his hand in his 
open fly” (146).  When the theatre is too crowded for them to sit together, Nick 
experiences “a tearful bolshiness that he himself thought astonishing in a grown man,” 
and his resentment battles with his dependence on Leo: “He saw that he could get up and 
go home and come back at the end.  But then he was frightened of what Leo would say.  
There was so much at stake” (146).  Irrationally blaming Leo for their separation in the 
theater, Nick suffers through the film, doubting Leo’s feelings for him the entire time.  
Afterward Leo is half amused at his disproportionate reaction, and even his reassurance is 
not enough for Nick: 
   “You worry too much.  You know that?” 
   “I know…” 
   “Yeah?  You do trust your Uncle Leo, don’t you?” 
   “Of course I trust you,” Nick burst out quietly, as if he’d been  
asked a simpler question. 
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   “Well, don’t worry so much, then.  Will you do that for me?”  And  
again he was all cockney softness. 
   “Yes,” said Nick, glancing a little worriedly none the less to left  
and right, since Leo was holding him against the wall like a mugger as 
much as a lover – he worried what people would think.  In the wake of his 
relief this short exchange raised a vague dissatisfaction. 
   “Don’t ever forget it.” 
   “I won’t,” Nick murmured, and Leo stood back.  He wasn’t sure  
what it was he mustn’t forget; he had a restless ear for syntax. (149) 
No amount of reassurance will be enough, and Nick scans Leo’s speech for its 
grammatical referent rather than analyzing it for genuine feeling.  Even when he has 
reason to believe Leo cares for him, he “worried what [other] people would think” seeing 
them together.  These simultaneous feelings create a dynamic of clingy avoidance in 
contrast with the slow growth of intimacy that Leo models. 
559 Hollinghurst, 80. 
560 Ibid., 112.  Even Rachel’s invitation makes Nick feel rejected because of her pronoun 
choice when she tells him “I mean we would absolutely hate it if you were to feel you 
couldn’t [bring friends over whenever you want]”; first “it was the ‘we,’ the general 
benevolence, that struck him and upset him; and then the practical acknowledgement that 
he wouldn’t be there for ever” (112). 
561 Ibid., 102. 
562 Ibid., 112-113. 
563 Ibid., 110. 
564 Ibid., 110. 
565 Hollinghurst, 27; James, Spoils, 134. 
566 Hollinghurst, 350. 
567 James describes Fleda’s central characteristic in his Preface to The Spoils of Poynton:  
From beginning to end, in “The Spoils of Poynton,” appreciation, even to  
that of the very whole, lives in Fleda; which is precisely why, as a 
consequence rather grandly imposed, every one else shows for 
comparatively stupid; the tangle, the drama, the tragedy and comedy of 
those who appreciate consisting so much of their relation with those who 
don’t… Fleda almost demonically both sees and feels, while the others but 
feel without seeing. (129) 
James writes that every recordable action is made up of “the fools who minister, at a 
particular crisis to the intensity of the free spirit engaged with them,” and suggests that 
Fleda is the free spirit and Mona and Owen and Mrs. Gareth are the fools surrounding 
her.  Nick would prefer to think that he is the free spirit that can see the folly of the 
characters around him, but in The Line of Beauty no spirits are truly free.  As I argue in 
this chapter, I am not convinced that Fleda herself is completely free. 
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568 Walter Benjamin, “The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction,” in 
Illuminations, ed. Hannah Arendt (New York: Random House, 2007).  See especially 
224-225 and 241-242. 
569 Bentley writers, “Mrs. Gareth’s passion signifies an irrational value from the point of 
view of political economy, but it represents a powerful, effective form of social capital 
when it is considered in a lived cultural context.  Mona thinks that Mrs. Gareth’s 
attachment to her furnishings is irrational and overblown until she glimpses the power 
that is at stake in controlling them.  Then, with good reason, she joins the struggle for 
their possession: ‘Whether or not she felt the charm she felt the challenge’” (123). 
Nancy Bentley, The Ethnography of Manners: Hawthorne, James, Wharton (Cambridge, 
UK: Cambridge University Press, 1995).   
570 Hollinghurst, 316-317. 
571 Benjamin, 221. 
572 Hollinghurst, 317. 
573 James, Spoils, 19. 
574 Hollinghurst, 50-51. 
575 Ibid., 65. 
576 For more on book circulation and preservation see for example Leah Price, How to Do 
Things with Books in Victorian Britain (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2012). 
577 Bentley, 135. 
578 For example, as he reads, Nick “noted droll phrases for later use: ‘an oblong 
farinaceous compound’ was James’s euphemism for a waffle – compound was sublime in 
its clinching vagueness” (Hollinghurst 273). 
579 James, Spoils, 18. 
580 Hollinghurst, 98. 
581 Ibid., 154. 
582 Thorstein Veblen, The Theory of the Leisure Class (1899; reprint, New York: Penguin 
Books, 1983).  See also Nancy Bentley’s reading 127-128. 
583 Marcel Mauss, The Gift: Forms and Functions of Exchange in Archaic Societies, 
trans. Ian Cunnison (1925; reprint New York: Norton, 1967), 11-12; 64. 
584 Hollinghurst, 432. 
585 Ibid., 81. 
586 Ibid., 191. 
587 Ibid., 246. 
588 Ibid., 406. 
589 I focus on the pattern in relation to the Feddens and Wani Ouradi, but Nick does the 
same in his relationship with Leo: “Whenever Leo was cold or rough to him he felt it like 
a child – then he turned it round and found some thwarted love in it” (139).  For example, 
when Leo calls Nick a “twit” just before he meets Leo’s family for the first time, Nick 
tries to turn the insult into a bond: “This word twit, a tiny sting, had come up before, and 
signaled some complex of minor reproaches, class envy, or pity, the obvious frustrations 
of having a boy like Nick to teach.  As always Nick searched for something else in it too, 
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which was Leo’s tutting indulgence of his pupil; he still longed for flawless tenderness, 
but he forgave Leo, who for once was nervous himself” (133). 
590 James, Spoils, 97. 
591 Ibid., 98. 
592 Hollinghurst, 65. 
593 Ibid., 259. 
594 Ibid., 233. 
595 James, Spoils, 153. 
596 Hollinghurst, 212.  At the very end of the novel we learn that Nick wasn’t quite as 
wrong as it appears: Gerald first stole Rachel away from Norman Kent and then stole his 
daughter Penny.  Nick thinks, “it was more than competitive, it was pathological – to 
steal the girlfriend and then fuck the daughter” (434). 
597 Ibid., 254. 
598 Ibid., 313. 
599 Otten, 265. 
600 Ibid., 274. 
601 Ibid., 267. 
602 Ibid., 278.  See William James, “Habit,” in The Principles of Psychology, Vol. 1 (New 
York: Henry Holt and Company, 1893). 
603 A similar pattern operates in Nick’s speech.  Nick despises his native family note as a 
stylistic mistake that precludes a seamless absorption into the Fedden family, but he 
cannot prevent slipping back into habits of speech that he has used most of his life.  
Thomas Otten describes class-specific habits of touch that apply just as well to habits of 
speech, quoting William James’s chapter on habit in Principles of Psychology: 
Once they are set, habits are hard to modify; plasticity means a semirigid 
structure, one that is malleable but hardly fluid.  Thus a social climber 
can’t acquire the correct vocal tone because he can’t unlearn the “nasality” 
of his early training.  He can’t dress like a gentleman even though “the 
merchants offer their wares as eagerly to him as to the veriest ‘swell’” 
because an “invisible law, as strong as gravitation, keeps him within his 
orbit, arrayed this year as he was the last; and how his better-bred 
acquaintances contrive to get the things they wear will be for him a 
mystery till his dying day” (126).  Habit, James concludes, is “the 
enormous fly-wheel of society, its most precious conservative agent.”  It is 
what “saves the children of fortune from the envious uprisings of the 
poor”; it is what “keeps different social strata from mixing” (125).  (Otten 
278) 
Considering the stylistic legacy of his family of origin, one can hardly blame Nick for 
wanting to mix with a higher social stratum.  Some habits of speech betray a legacy of 
dysfunction. When Nick tries to comfort Cat Fedden in a depressive crisis, he “heard, as 
he sometimes did, his own father’s note of evasive sympathy.  It was how his family 
sidled round various crises; nothing was named, and you never knew for sure if the tone 
324 
 
 
 
                                                                                                                                                                                     
was subtly comprehensive, or just a form of cowardice” (Hollinghurst 14).  The Guests 
collude in familiar collective avoidance to protect a smooth outward appearance, a 
pattern which also operates in the Verver family, as we have seen.  The family mark of 
shame remains as well, for in contrast with the Feddens’ easy entitlement he experiences 
“the glow of shame that for him was still the cost of bragging” (181). 
604 Hollinghurst, 315. 
605 Bentley, 119. 
606 Hollinghurst, 47. 
607 Gerald has political power as well as legal membership in the Kessler family, as he 
reminds Nick by including the Guests in the possessive “my constituents.”  In this scene 
Gerald fears that Nick’s proximity to him may somehow draw him lower, and his fear 
comes true at the end of the novel, when Nick’s passive deference to Cat Fedden 
precipitates the tabloid scandal that leads to Gerald’s resignation from office. 
608 Hollinghurst, 191.  In James’s original, Mrs. Gareth “saw in advance, with dilated 
eyes, the abominations they would inevitably mix up with [the collection] – the 
maddening relics of Waterbath, the little brackets and pink vases, the sweepings of 
bazaars, the family photographs and illuminated texts, the ‘household art’ and household 
piety of Mona’s hideous home” (16). 
609 Hollinghurst, 303. 
610 Stephanie Foote, “Henry James and the Parvenus: Reading Taste in The Spoils of 
Poynton,” The Henry James Review 27, no. 1 (Winter 2006): 42-60. 
611 Ibid., 45. 
612 Hollinghurst, 383. 
613 Ibid., 177. 
614 Ibid., 338. 
615 Wani shares his father’s attitude: “Wani’s new centre of operations was an 1830s 
house in Abingdon Road which he had converted by Parkes Perrett Bozoglu.  On the 
ground floor was the glinting open-plan Ogee office, and on the two upper floors a flat 
that was full of electric features, lime-wood pediments, coloured glass, surprising 
apertures; the Gothic bedroom had an Egyptian bathroom.  The high-tech of the office, 
PPB seemed to say, was the less the logic of the future than another style in their 
postmodern repertoire.  The house had been featured in The World of Interiors, whose art 
director had moved the furniture around, hung a large abstract painting in the dining 
room, and introduced a number of ceramic lamps like colossal gourds.  Wani said this 
didn’t matter at all.  He himself seemed elegantly and equally at home in the reflecting 
glass and steel of the office and among the random cultural allusions of the flat” (175). 
616 Hollinghurst, 428. 
617 James, Spoils, 22. 
618 Ibid., 8.  “The worst horror was the acres of varnish, something advertised and smelly, 
with which everything was smeared; it was Fleda Vetch’s conviction that the application 
of it, by their own hands and hilariously shoving each other, was the amusement of the 
Brigstocks on rainy days” (8).  See also Thomas Otten’s comparison of The Spoils of 
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Poynton with design handbooks and articles of the time; he claims “Perhaps there is not 
much distance, then, between James’s novel and the ‘female magazine’ that the clueless 
Mrs. Brigstock buys in the train station” (269). 
619 The only project that excites them is casting.  They fantasize about asking Meryl 
Streep to play Fleda, swoon over Christopher Reeve’s recent role in The Bostonians, and 
scan the fashionable restaurant for famous actors.  They meet Jamie Stollard, whom they 
are considering for Owen Gareth, and cast a “childlike gaze” at the famous Betsy Tilden: 
“She seemed to loom for [Treat] as a marvel and a dare, and Nick could see him going 
over to her.  She was much too young for Mrs. Gareth, and quite wrong for Fleda Vetch” 
(375; 373).  Treat and Brad act like the sellers and the consumers: strategic but still 
caught in the magic pull of celebrity.  Any remaining trace of James threatens to be 
subsumed under the flash of stardom and marketing.  Benjamin writes that “The film 
responds to the shriveling of the aura with the artificial build-up of the ‘personality’ 
outside the studio.  The cult of the movie star, fostered by the money of the film industry, 
preserves not the unique aura of the person but the ‘spell of personality,’ the phony spell 
of a commodity” (231). 
620 Hollinghurst, 379. 
621 James, Spoils, 90. 
622 Ibid., 134-135. 
623 Edith Wharton, “A Backward Glance,” in Edith Wharton: Novellas and Other 
Writings, ed. Cynthia Griffin Wolff (New York: Library of America, 1990), 949. 
624 Benjamin, 240-241. 
625 Hollinghurst, 273. 
626 Nick analyzes as he reads: “Edgar Allan Poe, James said, though a figure in his 
childhood, had not been ‘personally present’ – indeed, ‘the extremity of personal absence 
had just overtaken him.’  …’The extremity of personal absence’: at times the Master was 
so tactful he was almost brutal” (Hollinghurst, 274).   
627 Hollinghurst, 274. 
628 Ibid., 187. 
629 Edel, Henry James: A Life, 384.  Edel writes of the opening night that the costumes 
turned the tide of audience sympathy: 
  Mrs. Edward Saker, in the role of the dowager Mrs. Domville, appeared in  
what Shaw described as “a Falstaffian make-up.”  With her elaborate 
hoop-skirted gown she wore an enormous hat, made of velvet and shaped 
like a muff; it towered on her head with nodding plumes.  When she made 
her entrance in this extravagant headgear the gallery, in which there had 
been a great deal of coughing and shuffling of feet, began to titter.  Mrs. 
Saker, struggling with her huge skirt, was unnerved.  Her costume filled a 
large area of the stage and her plumes waved with every motion she made.  
Illusion was gone.  (419) 
630 Hollinghurst, 426. 
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631 Benjamin writes, “for the first time – and this is the effect of the film – man has to 
operate with his whole living person, yet foregoing its aura… the singularity of the shot 
in the studio is that the camera is substituted for the public.  Consequently, the aura that 
envelops the actor vanishes, and with it the aura of the figure he portrays” (229). 
632 Hollinghurst, 344-345. 
633 Ibid., 363. 
634 Ibid., 308. 
635 Pornography’s close-ups are also extreme examples of film’s fragmentation: “The 
camera that presents the performance of the film actor to the public need not respect the 
performance as an integral whole.  Guided by the cameraman, the camera continually 
changes its position with respect to the performance.  The sequence of positional views 
which the editor composes from the material supplied him constitutes the completed film.  
It comprises certain factors of movement which are in reality those of the camera, not to 
mention special camera-angles, close-ups, etc.” (Benjamin, 228). 
636 Hollinghurst, 226.  Benjamin writes that “the feeling of strangeness that overcomes 
the actor before the camera, as Pirandello describes it, is basically of the same kind as the 
estrangement felt before one’s own image in the mirror,” and Hollinghurst plays with this 
feeling of self-estrangement as well.  At the Hawkeswood party Nick “gazed in the 
mirror and saw someone teeteringly alone” (65), and years later he reflects how Wani, 
ravaged by AIDS, must feel when he looks in the mirror: “Wani’s face, gaunt and 
blotched, had taken on new possibilities of expression – the repertoire of someone not 
only older but quite different, someone passed unknown in the street, was unexpectedly 
his.  He must have looked at himself in the mirror, winced and raised his eyebrows, and 
seen this unbearable stranger mugging back at him” (376). 
637 Hollinghurst, 225. 
638 Ibid., 367. 
639 Ibid., 378. 
640 Ibid., 331.  For example, when Catherine considers suicide early in the novel Nick 
must clear the knives and scissors out of her room, and “though [Nick] was alone he 
mugged a good-natured readiness to take control” (10).  Later, as Nick and Cat walk in 
the garden, “he saw them from the point of view of the picnickers or an approaching 
jogger: not a dear old couple but a pair of kids, a skinny girl with a large nervous mouth 
and a solemn little blond boy pretending he wasn’t out of his depth” (14). 
641 Ibid., 17. 
642 Ibid., 338. 
643 Cannon, 94. 
644 Another motivation is social.  Drug use allows Nick to feel temporary bonds to the 
men he loves; at the Hawkeswood party Nick wants a special connection with Toby, but 
Toby and Wani have formed an exclusive bond in their “secret knowledge” of cocaine 
(82).  Though their behavior initially shocks him, cocaine will later allow the erotic 
connection with Wani and add charm to Nick’s friendship with Toby. Unfortunately their 
momentary bond over cocaine is another instance of Nick’s secrecy: he tells Toby “he’d 
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managed to get hold of a bit of charlie” as if cocaine were a rare little treat rather than a 
daily habit, and he suggests he is giving Toby the end of his small stash (“Yeah go on… 
I’ve had enough”) when he actually has a great deal more hidden away (325-327).   
645 Hollinghurst, 73. 
646 Nick and his imagined witness recall the governess in The Turn of the Screw 
imagining that her Master is witnessing and appreciating her actions in his absence. 
647 Hollinghurst, 79. 
648 Ibid., 80. 
649 Ibid., 173. 
650 Ibid., 189. 
651 Ibid. 
652 Ibid. 
653 Ibid., 222-223. 
654 The earlier scene goes over much better, but it still illustrates Nick’s desire for 
mutually exclusive goals (to charm Penny in the present, to impress his admired 
professor, to fantasize about Leo); Nick is always motivated by a desire to please 
someone else, which means he is always divided against himself. 
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657 Ibid., 49. 
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660 Pericles Lewis generalizes, “James poses the types of problems that religious belief 
had traditionally sought to answer but displays an acute sense of the absence of 
supernatural solutions to them” (249).  He links this narrative project to explorations by 
Max Weber, Emile Durkheim, William James and Sigmund Freud in other disciplines.   
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661 Robert Weisbuch, “James and the American Sacred,” The Henry James Review, 22 
no. 3 (2001): 217. 
662 Ibid., 219.  See Weisbuch’s article for a discussion of marital dysfunction in The 
Portrait of a Lady in moral terms.  He writes, “When we look back to comprehend 
Isabel’s choice of Osmond, we find our imaginations by seeing hers lose its way.  We 
recall her ‘unquenchable desire to please’ (40), which Osmond’s reserve encourages,” 
and argues Isabel “does not yet understand the far greater restriction of living with 
someone for whom one is an instrument for filling emptiness with pride” (Weisbuch, 
225). 
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664 Marcia Ian, “Immaculate Conceptions: Henry James and the Private Sphere,” The 
Henry James Review 22 no. 3 (2001): 240. 
665 Ibid., 244. 
666 Ibid. 
328 
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670 James, Spoils, 7.  Stephanie Foote describes Mona as “all desire and no substance,” 
which results in her “perplexing opaque vulgarity” (44), and J.A. Ward has written that 
James “delineates characters whose perception is limited,” in the case of Mona Brigstock, 
“to material goods.” 
J.A. Ward, “Henry James and the Nature of Evil,” Twentieth-Century Literature 6, no. 2 
(1960): 67-68. 
671 Hollinghurst, 28. 
672 Ibid., 294. 
673 Ibid., 178.  As Catherine Fedden describes it, “It’s a big building chock-a-block full of 
money… And he goes in and turns it into even more money” (53). 
674 See Edwin Sill Fussell, The Catholic Side of Henry James (Cambridge, UK: 
Cambridge University Press, 1993); Fussell argues that James’s writing “give[s] off a 
distinctly Catholic tone” and that James’s “religious language is almost always Christian 
and more often than not specifically Roman Catholic” (28; 37). 
675 W. James, Varieties, 151-152. 
676 Ibid., 185-186. 
677 Ibid., 186. 
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680 Ibid., 73. 
681 W. James, Varieties, 186-187 
682 Hollinghurst, 36. 
683 Lewis, 253. 
684 Hollinghurst, 399. 
685 W. James, Varieties, 188. 
686 James describes Owen’s love for Fleda using religious diction: “He clasped his hands 
before her as he might have clasped them at an altar,” he “[sooths] her into a seat with a 
touch as light as if she had really been something sacred,” and he places his head in her 
lap in an “act of prostration” (Spoils 135). 
687 W. James, Varieties, 190.  The Line of Beauty suggests that at least part of Nick’s 
problem is a failure to achieve independent adulthood.  The first section of the novel 
gives false promise that Nick is transitioning out of childhood.  At Toby Fedden’s 
Hawkeswood party, Nick looks at the drunken crowd of his old Oxford friends and thinks 
“the two months since term had distanced them more than he could explain.  Some 
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simple but strong and long-prepared change had occurred, they had taken up their real 
lives, and left him alone in his” (77).  This healthy detachment only moves in one 
direction, for Nick’s emotional security remains tethered to them; he feels “the charm as 
well as the threat of the group” and he feels a sickening conviction that they do not want 
him: “there felt to Nick’s tingling drunk ears to be a residual silence in the room, on 
which his own movements and words were an intrusion… and yet left no trace” (77).  
Nick’s friends may be moving on without him, but his self-worth remains tied to others.   
 By the first page of the novel, Nick has already chosen to leave his family of 
origin to pursue an alliance with the Feddens.  After he earns a first in English from 
Worcester College, Oxford, Nick does not move out of his parents’ house into his own 
place, but instead enters a new childhood as the Feddens’ false son.  He finds comfort in 
stagnation, reflecting “he liked the noise of business and politics” that he overhears in the 
house is “an adult reassurance, like the chatter of parents on a night journey, meaningless, 
fragmentary, and consoling to the sleepy child in the back seat” (416).  When the 
Feddens treat Nick like a child he takes it as a compliment, a sign of intimacy, though no 
one else does: 
  “Poor old Nick, you always get the worst room.” 
  “I love my room,” said Nick, gazing left and right. 
  “This used to be my room.  It’s where they put the children.” (298) 
His role in the family is a symptom of anxiety, his deep desire for acceptance.  On one 
hand Nick’s role as the quiet, responsible child – like the little co-dependent in the 
alcoholic home – allows him to earn his keep and pass unnoticed.  On the other hand, his 
childishness sometimes sounds like a shrill demand for love.  As a guest in the Feddens’ 
French country home, 
Nick went through a gap in a hedge and found some old stone sheds, a 
grassy woodpile, a rusty tractor.  He was doing what he always did, 
poking and memorizing, possessing the place by knowing it better than his 
hosts.  If Rachel had said, “If only we still had that pogo stick!” Nick 
would have cried, like a painfully eager child, “But we do, it’s in the old 
shed with the broken butter churn and the prize rosettes for onions nailed 
to the beams.” (271) 
The addition of “painfully” foreshadows Nick’s eventual rejection by the Feddens and 
suggests Nick has some inkling of the effect he produces.  The word “host” takes on a 
new color, and for a moment the Feddens become the victims of a parasite: an unwanted 
child whose wandering over the property resembles a threatening infestation. 
688 James, Spoils, 192. 
689 W. James, Varieties, 195. 
690 In the Notebooks James envisions Fleda’s moral choice to refuse Owen until he is free 
of Mona, and suggests that this decision is “heroic”: 
  If Mrs. Gareth doesn’t surrender Mona will break, and if Mona breaks –  
her opening seems to lie there before her.  Well – it’s part of what the girl 
does that she resists.  She sees this, yet she does her best, heroically, to 
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shut her eyes to it.  She sees that Owen is ashamed of his disloyalty to 
Mona, and she has such a feeling about him that she doesn’t want, she 
can’t bear, to see him disloyal.  That’s about the gist of it.  If I want beauty 
for her – beauty of action and poetry of effect, I can only, I think, find it 
just there; find it in making her heroic.  To be heroic, to achieve beauty 
and poetry, she must conceal from him what she feels. (216-217, emphasis 
in original) 
The Notebooks only reflect James’s intentions and often do not match the final product.  
But even if James did consider Fleda’s renunciations heroic, I argue above that her 
choice, motivated by a fear of chaos and abandonment, is just as “perverse” as Mrs. 
Gareth thinks (albeit perhaps for different reasons). 
691 James, Spoils, 10; 159. 
692 At this point Fleda’s relationship to Mrs. Gareth had “begun to shape itself almost 
wholly on breaches and omissions.  Something had dropped out altogether” (James, 
Spoils, 183). 
693 James’s language suggests that Fleda is trying to will away her feelings: “As for the 
girl herself, she had made up her mind that her feelings had no connexion with the case.  
It was her pretension that they had never yet emerged from the seclusion into which, after 
her friend’s visit to her at her sister’s, we saw them precipitately retire: if she should 
suddenly meet them in straggling procession on the road it would be time enough to deal 
with them.  They were all bundled there together, likes with dislikes and memories with 
fears; and she had for not thinking of them the excellent reason that she was too occupied 
with the actual” (James, Spoils, 183). 
694 Hollinghurst, 437-438. 
695 W. James, Varieties, 205. 
696 Ibid. 
697 James, Spoils, 106. 
698 Hollinghurst, 347. 
699 Ibid. 
700 Ibid., 357. 
701 William James sees alcohol as a cheap substitute for the feelings produced by art, and 
art as a cheap substitute for the feelings produced by a real conversion, but Cannon 
suggests James failed to recognize the potentially helpful analogy by which literature can 
serve as “a guidepost – identification with the subject position in a narrative – to the 
mysterious process that effects spiritual transformation and habitual reform” (112). 
702 Hollinghurst, 357. 
703 Ibid., 358. 
704 Ibid. 
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